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In 1942, at the age of ten, I received the First Provincial
Award of Ludi Juveniles (a voluntary compulsory
competition for young Italian Fascists - that is, for every
young Italian). I elaborated with rhetorical skill on the
subject “Should we die for the glory of Mussolini and the
immortal destiny of Italy?” My answer was positive. I was a
smart boy.

I spent two of my early years among the SS, Fascists,
Republicans, and partisans shooting at one another, and I
learned how to dodge bullets. It was good exercise.

In April 1945, the partisans took over in Milan. Two days
later they arrived in the small town where I was living at
the time. It was a moment of joy. The main square was
crowded with people singing and waving flags, calling in
loud voices for Mimo, the partisan leader of that area. A
former maresciallo of the Carabinieri, Mimo joined the
supporters of General Badoglio, Mussolini’s successor, and
lost a leg during one of the first clashes with Mussolini’s
remaining forces. Mimo showed up on the balcony of the
city hall, pale, leaning on his crutch, and with one hand
tried to calm the crowd. I was waiting for his speech
because my whole childhood had been marked by the great
historic speeches of Mussolini, whose most significant
passages we memorized in school. Silence. Mimo spoke in a
hoarse voice, barely audible. He said: “Citizens, friends.
After so many painful sacrifices ... here we are. Glory to
those who have fallen for freedom.” And that was it. He
went back inside. The crowd yelled, the partisans raised
their guns and fired festive volleys. We kids hurried to pick
up the shells, precious items, but I had also learned that
freedom of speech means freedom from rhetoric.

A few days later I saw the first American soldiers. They
were African Americans. The first Yankee I met was a black
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In my country today there are those who are saying that
the myth of the Resistance was a Communist lie. It is true
that the Communists exploited the Resistance as if it were
their personal property, since they played a prime role in it;
but I remember partisans with kerchiefs of different colors.
Sticking close to the radio, I spent my nights - the windows
closed, the blackout making the small space around the set
a lone luminous halo - listening to the messages sent by the
Voice of London to the partisans. They were cryptic and
poetic at the same time (The sun also rises, The roses will
bloom) and most of them were “messaggi per la Franchi.”
Somebody whispered to me that Franchi was the leader of
the most powerful clandestine network in northwestern
Italy, a man of legendary courage. Franchi became my hero.
Franchi (whose real name was Edgardo Sogno) was a
monarchist, so strongly anti-Communist that after the war
he joined very right-wing groups, and was charged with
collaborating in a project for a reactionary coup d’état. Who
cares? Sogno still remains the dream hero of my childhood.
Liberation was a common deed for people of different
colors.

In my country today there are some who say that the War
of Liberation was a tragic period of division, and that all we
need is national reconciliation. The memory of those
terrible years should be repressed, refoulée, verdrédngt. But
Verdrangung causes neurosis. If reconciliation means
compassion and respect for all those who fought their own
war in good faith, to forgive does not mean to forget. I can
even admit that Eichmann sincerely believed in his mission,
but I cannot say, “OK, come back and do it again.” We are
here to remember what happened and solemnly say that
“They” must not do it again.

But who are They?

If we still think of the totalitarian governments that ruled
Europe before the Second World War we can easily say that
it would be difficult for them to reappear in the same form

things. I bought one of them, blindly, and read a message on
the first page signed by five or six political parties - among
them the Democrazia Cristiana, the Communist Party, the
Socialist Party, the Partito d’Azione, and the Liberal Party.

Until then, I had believed that there was a single party in
every country and that in Italy it was the Partito Nazionale
Fascista. Now I was discovering that in my country several
parties could exist at the same time. Since I was a clever
boy, I immediately realized that so many parties could not
have been born overnight, and they must have existed for
some time as clandestine organizations.

The message on the front celebrated the end of the
dictatorship and the return of freedom: freedom of speech,
of press, of political association. These words, “freedom,”
“dictatorship,” “liberty,” - I now read them for the first time
in my life. I was reborn as a free Western man by virtue of
these new words.

We must keep alert, so that the sense of these words will
not be forgotten again. Ur-Fascism is still around us,
sometimes in plainclothes. It would be so much easier, for
us, if there appeared on the world scene somebody saying,
“I want to reopen Auschwitz, I want the Black Shirts to
parade again in the Italian squares.” Life is not that simple.
Ur-Fascism can come back under the most innocent of
disguises. Our duty is to uncover it and to point our finger
at any of its new instances - every day, in every part of the
world. Franklin Roosevelt’s words of November 4, 1938,
are worth recalling:

I venture the challenging statement that if
American democracy ceases to move forward as a
living force, seeking day and night by peaceful
means to better the lot of our citizens, fascism will
grow in strength in our land.
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moral duty for every good American, but fighting against
Franco too early, in the Thirties, smelled sour because it
was mainly done by Communists and other leftists... . Why
was an expression like fascist pig used by American radicals
thirty years later to refer to a cop who did not approve of
their smoking habits? Why didn’t they say: Cagoulard pig,
Falangist pig, Ustashe pig, Quisling pig, Nazi pig?

Mein Kampf is a manifesto of a complete political
program. Nazism had a theory of racism and of the Aryan
chosen people, a precise notion of degenerate art, entartete
Kunst, a philosophy of the will to power and of the
Ubermensch. Nazism was decidedly anti-Christian and neo-
pagan, while Stalin’s Diamat (the official version of Soviet
Marxism) was blatantly materialistic and atheistic. If by
totalitarianism one means a regime that subordinates every
act of the individual to the state and to its ideology, then
both Nazism and Stalinism were true totalitarian regimes.

Italian fascism was certainly a dictatorship, but it was not
totally totalitarian, not because of its mildness but rather
because of the philosophical weakness of its ideology.
Contrary to common opinion, fascism in Italy had no special
philosophy. The article on fascism signed by Mussolini in the
Treccani Encyclopedia was written or basically inspired by
Giovanni Gentile, but it reflected a late-Hegelian notion of
the Absolute and Ethical State which was never fully
realized by Mussolini. Mussolini did not have any
philosophy: he had only rhetoric. He was a militant atheist
at the beginning and later signed the Convention with the
Church and welcomed the bishops who blessed the Fascist
pennants. In his early anticlerical years, according to a
likely legend, he once asked God, in order to prove His
existence, to strike him down on the spot. Later, Mussolini
always cited the name of God in his speeches, and did not
mind being called the Man of Providence.

Italian fascism was the first right-wing dictatorship that
took over a European country, and all similar movements

masses; they are so weak as to need and deserve a ruler.
Since the group is hierarchically organized (according to a
military model), every subordinate leader despises his own
underlings, and each of them despises his inferiors. This
reinforces the sense of mass elitism.

11. In such a perspective everybody is educated to
become a hero. In every mythology the hero is an
exceptional being, but in Ur-Fascist ideology, heroism is the
norm. This cult of heroism is strictly linked with the cult of
death. It is not by chance that a motto of the Falangists was
Viva la Muerte (in English it should be translated as “Long
Live Death!”). In non-fascist societies, the lay public is told
that death is unpleasant but must be faced with dignity;
believers are told that it is the painful way to reach a
supernatural happiness. By contrast, the Ur-Fascist hero
craves heroic death, advertised as the best reward for a
heroic life. The Ur-Fascist hero is impatient to die. In his
impatience, he more frequently sends other people to
death.

12. Since both permanent war and heroism are difficult
games to play, the Ur-Fascist transfers his will to power to
sexual matters. This is the origin of machismo (which
implies both disdain for women and intolerance and
condemnation of nonstandard sexual habits, from chastity
to homosexuality). Since even sex is a difficult game to play,
the Ur-Fascist hero tends to play with weapons - doing so
becomes an ersatz phallic exercise.

13. Ur-Fascism is based upon a selective populism, a
qualitative populism, one might say. In a democracy, the
citizens have individual rights, but the citizens in their
entirety have a political impact only from a quantitative
point of view - one follows the decisions of the majority. For
Ur-Fascism, however, individuals as individuals have no
rights, and the People is conceived as a quality, a monolithic
entity expressing the Common Will. Since no large quantity
of human beings can have a common will, the Leader
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revolutionary script, now enriched with almost Jacobin
overtones.

There was only a single Nazi architecture and a single
Nazi art. If the Nazi architect was Albert Speer, there was
no more room for Mies van der Rohe. Similarly, under
Stalin’s rule, if Lamarck was right there was no room for
Darwin. In Italy there were certainly fascist architects but
close to their pseudo-Coliseums were many new buildings
inspired by the modern rationalism of Gropius.

There was no fascist Zhdanov setting a strictly cultural
line. In Italy there were two important art awards. The
Premio Cremona was controlled by a fanatical and
uncultivated Fascist, Roberto Farinacci, who encouraged
art as propaganda. (I can remember paintings with such
titles as “Listening by Radio to the Duce’s Speech” or
“States of Mind Created by Fascism.”) The Premio Bergamo
was sponsored by the cultivated and reasonably tolerant
Fascist Giuseppe Bottai, who protected both the concept of
art for art’s sake and the many kinds of avant-garde art that
had been banned as corrupt and crypto-Communist in
Germany.

The national poet was D’Annunzio, a dandy who in
Germany or in Russia would have been sent to the firing
squad. He was appointed as the bard of the regime because
of his nationalism and his cult of heroism - which were in
fact abundantly mixed up with influences of French fin de
siecle decadence.

Take Futurism. One might think it would have been
considered an instance of entartete Kunst, along with
Expressionism, Cubism, and Surrealism. But the early
Italian Futurists were nationalist; they favored Italian
participation in the First World War for aesthetic reasons;
they celebrated speed, violence, and risk, all of which
somehow seemed to connect with the fascist cult of youth.
While fascism identified itself with the Roman Empire and
rediscovered rural traditions, Marinetti (who proclaimed

AT

“effete snobs,” “universities are a nest of reds.” The official
Fascist intellectuals were mainly engaged in attacking
modern culture and the liberal intelligentsia for having
betrayed traditional values.

4. No syncretistic faith can withstand analytical criticism.
The critical spirit makes distinctions, and to distinguish is a
sign of modernism. In modern culture the scientific
community praises disagreement as a way to improve
knowledge. For Ur-Fascism, disagreement is treason.

5. Besides, disagreement is a sign of diversity. Ur-Fascism
grows up and seeks for consensus by exploiting and
exacerbating the natural fear of difference. The first appeal
of a fascist or prematurely fascist movement is an appeal
against the intruders. Thus Ur-Fascism is racist by
definition.

6. Ur-Fascism derives from individual or social
frustration. That is why one of the most typical features of
the historical fascism was the appeal to a frustrated middle
class, a class suffering from an economic crisis or feelings of
political humiliation, and frightened by the pressure of
lower social groups. In our time, when the old
“proletarians” are becoming petty bourgeois (and the
lumpen are largely excluded from the political scene), the
fascism of tomorrow will find its audience in this new
majority.

7. To people who feel deprived of a clear social identity,
Ur-Fascism says that their only privilege is the most
common one, to be born in the same country. This is the
origin of nationalism. Besides, the only ones who can
provide an identity to the nation are its enemies. Thus at
the root of the Ur-Fascist psychology there is the obsession
with a plot, possibly an international one. The followers
must feel besieged. The easiest way to solve the plot is the
appeal to xenophobia. But the plot must also come from the
inside: Jews are usually the best target because they have
the advantage of being at the same time inside and outside.
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Fascism was philosophically out of joint, but emotionally it
was firmly fastened to some archetypal foundations.

So we come to my second point. There was only one
Nazism. We cannot label Franco’s hyper-Catholic Falangism
as Nazism, since Nazism is fundamentally pagan,
polytheistic, and anti-Christian. But the fascist game can be
played in many forms, and the name of the game does not
change. The notion of fascism is not unlike Wittgenstein’s
notion of a game. A game can be either competitive or not,
it can require some special skill or none, it can or cannot
involve money. Games are different activities that display
only some “family resemblance,” as Wittgenstein put it.
Consider the following sequence:

1 |2 3 |4
abc|bcd|cde|def

Suppose there is a series of political groups in which
group one is characterized by the features abc, group two
by the features bcd, and so on. Group two is similar to
group one since they have two features in common; for the
same reasons three is similar to two and four is similar to
three. Notice that three is also similar to one (they have in
common the feature c). The most curious case is presented
by four, obviously similar to three and two, but with no
feature in common with one. However, owing to the
uninterrupted series of decreasing similarities between one
and four, there remains, by a sort of illusory transitivity, a
family resemblance between four and one.

Fascism became an all-purpose term because one can
eliminate from a fascist regime one or more features, and it
will still be recognizable as fascist. Take away imperialism
from fascism and you still have Franco and Salazar. Take
away colonialism and you still have the Balkan fascism of
the Ustashes. Add to the Italian fascism a radical anti-

capitalism (which never much fascinated Mussolini) and you
have Ezra Pound. Add a cult of Celtic mythology and the
Grail mysticism (completely alien to official fascism) and you
have one of the most respected fascist gurus, Julius Evola.

But in spite of this fuzziness, I think it is possible to
outline a list of features that are typical of what I would like
to call Ur-Fascism, or Eternal Fascism. These features
cannot be organized into a system; many of them contradict
each other, and are also typical of other kinds of despotism
or fanaticism. But it is enough that one of them be present
to allow fascism to coagulate around it.

1. The first feature of Ur-Fascism is the cult of tradition.
Traditionalism is of course much older than fascism. Not
only was it typical of counter-revolutionary Catholic thought
after the French revolution, but it was born in the late
Hellenistic era, as a reaction to classical Greek rationalism.
In the Mediterranean basin, people of different religions
(most of them indulgently accepted by the Roman
Pantheon) started dreaming of a revelation received at the
dawn of human history. This revelation, according to the
traditionalist mystique, had remained for a long time
concealed under the veil of forgotten languages - in
Egyptian hieroglyphs, in the Celtic runes, in the scrolls of
the little known religions of Asia.

This new culture had to be syncretistic. Syncretism is not
only, as the dictionary says, “the combination of different
forms of belief or practice”; such a combination must
tolerate contradictions. Each of the original messages
contains a silver of wisdom, and whenever they seem to say
different or incompatible things it is only because all are
alluding, allegorically, to the same primeval truth.

As a consequence, there can be no advancement of
learning. Truth has been already spelled out once and for
all, and we can only keep interpreting its obscure message.

One has only to look at the syllabus of every fascist
movement to find the major traditionalist thinkers. The Nazi



