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Synopsis: 
 
This paper deals with the relationship between politics and economics in the theory and practice of classical 
fascism and seeks to discover if a distinctly fascist form (or forms) of political economy existed, given that 
fascists of the period often vehemently denied any materialist base of historical and socio-political change.  
 
The paper opens by briefly examining why the traditional neo-Marxist interpretation, which views fascism 
as an exclusively petty bourgeois movement, lacking any political economy of its own, and ultimately the 
tool of monopoly capitalist values and aims, has received such widespread and authoritative scholarly 
rejection.  

 
The paper then reviews the trend by liberal scholars who also discount any primary forms of political 
economy in fascist ideology or practice. Beginning with Tim Mason’s justly famous ‘primacy of politics’ 
article in the 1960s, there has been a trend to deny Nazism in particular any meaningful form of political 
economy – even pro-business - and to employ exclusively political models to explain the insanity of the 
final years of the regime. The key evidence for the model is the ‘Final Solution’, which seemingly defies 
any rational economic logic. Amongst liberal scholars this now dominant orthodoxy suggests that with 
industry and capital deeply divided amongst themselves over the correct course to take, the manichean 
ideology and interests of the Nazi movement eventually triumphed over those of big capital. 
 
The often assumed lack of developed fascist political economy is traced to the fact that fascists repeatedly 
denied that they had any comprehensive economic philosophy, or referred to any fixed body of 
authoritative economic doctrines, preferring to preference the will of the leader and the irrational and 
vitalist impulses of the masses over the rational and intellectual aspects of economic thought. Mussolini’s 
explicit ruling out of any economic causation as part of his personal fascist doctrine is covered in the 
analysis. 
 
The paper then proceeds through a detailed examination of the beliefs and deeds of the two major fascist 
movements and regimes in Italy and Germany, to investigate the myths and realities of fascist political 
economy.  
 
The conclusion reached is that there were a number of alternative forms of fascist political economy in the 
classical period of fascism, centred on a genuine wish to establish a ‘new economics’ through a putative 
‘holistic third way’. If correct fascists proved capable of espousing internally coherent forms of political 
economy which, it is claimed, also represented more than simple autarky dressed up in fascist rhetoric.  
 
At the same time, the radical racial fascism of Hitler’s faction within Nazism did espouse an entirely anti-
materialist doctrine based on a primacy of politics, which placed all economics ultimately in the service of 
the ends of a genocidal war of Imperialist conquest.  
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Introduction  

 

The pure and simple truth is rarely pure and never simple.” Oscar Wilde. 

 

Fascism and National Socialism were advantaged by their theoretical opportunism and purely 
instrumental and decisionist approaches to economic problems. They were anti-capitalist enough 
to be threatening to private enterprise and property but flexible enough to take advantage of the 
efficiencies of capitalist enterprises in the mobilization of societies. In the short run they 
presented no real threat and even some real advantages to the capitalist system, while in the long 
run, their dynamism and imperialism certainly threatened the autonomy and indeed the existence 
of capitalist enterprise through a transcendent decisionism that ultimately was tantamount to 
national suicide. [Gerald D. Feldman ‘The Economic Origins and Dimensions of European 
Fascism’ in H. James and J. Tanner (eds) Enterprise in the Period of Fascism in Europe, London, 
2002, p. 5.] 
 

 

Like its sworn political enemy, communism, fascism appears short lived and ephemeral and 

the subject mainly of archival research.1 In political science terms it is also a “small ‘n’” 

phenomenon, with only two powerful ‘classical’ regimes - Italy 1922-45 and Germany 1933-45 - and 

a handful of movements and parties, and restricted to Europe between the world wars. Stanley Payne, 

the doyen of comparative fascist studies, posits only five main strands of classical fascist 

ideology/movement2: paradigmatic Italian ‘Fascism’ (with pale imitations in France, England, 

Belgium, etc.); German National Socialism (radical biological racist fascism – imitated in 

Scandinavia, Low Countries); Spanish Falangism (Catholic authoritarianism borrowing heavily from 

Italian Fascism); Romanian Legionary or iron Guard Movement. (mystical semi-religious fascism); 

Arrow Cross (a distinctive Hungarian movement); along with a sixth category of abortive and 

underdeveloped quasi-fascisms (termed ‘right wing authoritarianism’).3 But for such a “small ‘n’” 

phenomenon it achieved a large “‘n’” impact; plunging the world into a world war which cost the 

lives of upwards of 60 million people; destroying much of the old Germany4 – physically and 

                                                           
1 In accordance with widely accepted practice in the scholarly Anglophone world ‘fascism’ small ‘f’ will 
be used to denote the generic term, while ‘Fascism’ large ‘F’ will be reserved for the specific Italian 
movement and party. This practice may not, however, be adopted by all the scholars quoted by the author  
in this paper.  
2 Stanley Payne Fascism A History 1914-45, (1996), p. 466 
3 In his pioneering work: Three Faces of fascism: Action Francaise, Italian fascism, National Socialism, 
(New York, 1969), Ernst Nolte suggested fascism emerged in four phases: ‘pre-fascism’ (the Pilsudski 
regime) through ‘early fascism’ (Action Francaise) to ‘normal fascism’ (Mussolini’s regime) to ‘radical 
fascism’ (Nazism). Few scholars accept that Catholic monarchist Action francaise was a form of pre-
fascism however.  
4 Not all of the old Germany was destroyed, in particular Ralph Dahrendorf suggested that the core state 
bureaucracy and certain other elite structures were carried over from both the Kaiser and Führer Reichs into 
the New (Western) Germany. Dahrendorf, Ralf, Society and Democracy in Germany (London, 1968). 
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politically; opening the way to Soviet domination of Eastern Europe, so changing the face of 

international relations; and paving the way to the formation of the EU.5  

The democratic triumphalism of the post- Cold War ‘end of history’ victory for liberal 

democracy reinforced this sense of fascism as an ideology of the ‘past’, a pre-modernist force in a 

post-modernist world (unless the ‘Islamo-fascist’ conceptualisations can be made to stick.) Yet, 

because of its huge and violent impact in the 20th century, and because it will still not die as an 

ideological impulse at the margins of liberal and illiberal societies, fascism still claims the attention 

of those interested in ideas as a source of political action, and as a warning from history – particularly 

in its Nazi variant.  

 

A simple answer: Marxist theories of fascism. 

 
“He who is not prepared to talk about capitalism should remain silent about fascism”. Max Horkheimer 

 

When the concept of a ‘political economy of fascism’ is posited, it is the Marxist analysis 

which come readily to mind. Political economy is, of course, the very root of all Marxist analysis of 

its historical class enemies. From the 1920s and ‘30s in up until the late 1970s Marxist scholars 

dominated the discussion of fascism, whether as exiled Germans and Italians, or via the simplistic 

and self-serving ‘agent theory’ definitions promulgated by Comintern in the 1930s and later updated 

by politically motivated GDR fascist studies scholars attacking their bourgeois enemies; or of 

‘Western’ neo-Marxists seeking to re-establish the credibility of the Marxist political economy of 

fascism through the ‘relative autonomy’ of fascist parties and regimes from the capitalist state, whilst 

still implicating this in the process of capital formation and Imperialist domination.6  

                                                           
5 This final point refers to the mind set of post war German and French politicians, and bureaucrats (most 
notably Jean Monet) who were determined to end the nationalist rivalries underlying fascism which had 
cause two such disastrous wars in Europe in rapid succession.   
6 See Kershaw’s excellent discussion of the issues raised by and for Marxists when dealing with Nazism in 
his Nazi Dictatorship: Problems and Perspectives of Interpretation, (4th edition, Arnold, London, 2000) 
Ch. 3 ‘Politics and Economics in the Nazi State’, especially pp. 48-56. Classic Marxist studies include: R. 
Palme Dutt, Fascism and Social Revolution (New York: International Publisher, 1935); Franz Neumann, 
Behemoth (New York: Oxford University Press, 1944); Gaetano Salvemini, Under the Ax of Fascism (New 
York: Howard Fertig, 1969); Daniel Guerin, Fascism and Big Business (New York: Pathfinder Press, 
1973); James Pool and Suzanne Pool, Who Financed Hitler (New York: Dial Press, 1978); Palmiro 
Togliatti, Lectures on Fascism (New York: International Publishers, 1976); Significant neo-Marxist 
contributions to fascist studies published in English in recent years have included Nicos Poulantzas 
Fascism and Dictatorship (London: NLB, 1974); Jane Caplan: ‘Theories of Fascism: Nicos Poulantzas as 
Historian.’ (HWJ (3)   (1977) pp. 83-100; Ernesto Laclau, ‘Fascism and Ideology’, in Politics and Ideology 
in Marxist Theory. Capitalism, Fascism, Populism, (1977, London: Verso, 1982); Tim Mason, ‘The 
Primacy of Politics. Politics and Economic in National Socialist Germany’, in  S. J.. Woolf (ed.), The 
Nature of Fascism (London: Random House, 1968); Martin Kitchen: Fascism, (Macmillan, London, 1976); 
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The most frequently rehearsed Marxist model of the political economy of fascism, appearing 

in a variety of forms and styles, conceptulises fascist movements, parties and regimes as, in effect, 

hired or licensed (‘Bonapartist’) defenders of the major interests of monopoly capital, seeking to save 

the capitalist system from the rising forces of the organised working class and inherently falling 

profits, while also furthering the wider international Imperialist purposes of monopoly capitalism.  

However, a plethora of empirical and historical studies have repeatedly demonstrated this to be 

far too crude a picture to capture the complexity of the real situation in Italy and Germany during the 

rise of and under the dictatorships of fascist parties, where the actual relationship between fascist and 

major capital interests often remained suspicious and highly ambivalent – a ‘truth’ which has become 

more obvious as new studies of the period have emerged from the  archives.7  Thus Milward states:  

 
The evidence that major capital interests conspired to bring fascist parties to power or 
that they gave their financial and moral support more to fascist parties than to other 
non-socialist parties does not stand up to objective historical examination. The last year 
of the National Socialist government and the episode of the Republic of Salo show how 
separate were the ultimate economic social and political goals of fascism from those of 
the business world.8 

 

Equally, most Marxists reject the bourgeois belief that fascist doctrine or ideology (including 

their economic beliefs) should be allocated any significant weight in theorising and explaining 

fascism. Thus Dave Renton writes in his recent study of fascism:  

 
“The key weakness in the historians’ definition of fascism is its stress on the central role 
of ideology. To define fascism in terms of its ideology the historians assert that fascism 

                                                                                                                                                                             
David Beetham, Marxists in Face of Fascism, (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1983); Walter 
Adamson, Hegemony and Revolution: a Study of Antonio Gramsci’s Political and Cultural Theory, 
(Berkeley : University of California Press, 1980); Tim Mason, ‘Whatever happened to fascism?’, Radical 
History Review, no. 49 (winter 1991), pp. 89-98; reprinted in Jane Caplan (ed.), Nazism, Fascism and the 
Working Class. Essays by Tim Mason, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Alex Callinicos, 
Social Theory. A Historical Introduction (Cambridge: Polity, 1999) especially pp. 214-26.. 
7 This process of empirical refutation and reorientation was already well underway in the 1960s in Italy – 
see Emilio Gentile Fascism in Italian Historiography: In Search of an Individual Historical Identity Journal 
of Contemporary History (SAGE, London, Beverly Hills and New Delhi), Vol. 21 (1986), 179-208. pp. 179-208. 
And in Germany cf. D. Eichholtz and W. Schumann, Anatomie des Krieges: neue Dokumente fiber die Rolle 
des deutschen Monopolkapitals bei der Vorbereitung and Durchfuhrung des zweiten Weltkrieges, (Berlin, 
1969); I3. Radandt, 'Die I. G. Farbenindustrie and Sudosteuropa 1938 bis zum Ende des zweiten 
Weltkrieges', in Jahrbuch fur Wirtschaftsgeschichte, no. 1, 1967; W. Schumann, 'Das Kriegsprogramm des 
Zeiss-Konzerns' in Zeitschrift fur Geschichtswissenschaft, 1963. Example of more recent work include A. 
Barkai: Nazi Economics – Ideology, Theory, and Policy, London (1990); H. James & J. Tanner (eds.) 
Enterprise in the Period of Fascism, Ashgate, 2002, Christoph Buchheim &  Jonas Schemer ‘The Role of 
Private Property in the Nazi Economy: The Case of Industry’, University of Mannheim,. (2004) p. 23. 
Unpublished paper at: 
http://emlab.berkeley.edu/users/webfac/cromer/e211_F04/buchheim.pdf 
8 Alan S. Milward: ‘Towards a Political Economy of Fascism’ [In B. Hagtvet & R. Kuhnl (eds) Who Were 
The Fascists? Universitetsforlaget (1980)] 
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as a movement was one where fascist principles or ideas led fascist action.  But most 
empirical research would suggest the opposite: that Mussolini, Hitler, and Mosley were 
highly opportunistic leaders and that most fascist parties have been characterised more 
by a constant stress on action than by any desire to stick to key ideas. As Angelo Tasca 
says of Mussolini, ‘his only use of ideas was to dispense with ideas.’..... it is a flawed 
and uncritical history, which is unable to escape the definition of fascism offered by the 
fascists themselves......”9 

 

This is, however, a caricature of the highly sophisticated and extensive body of published research by 

many leading international scholars of fascism and political ideologies, stretching back to Ernst 

Nolte’s pioneering work of 196310, and Renton is incorrect in his assertion that  ‘most empirical 

research’ confirms his claims that fascism and Nazism were purely opportunistic and driven by 

action alone.  

Roger Griffin’s extensive works are a case in point. Griffin represents the latest wave of 

epistemologically and methodologically sophisticated non-Marxist historians and theorists of fascism 

and in a recent piece reviewing Marxist studies of fascism he observed: 

 
“....Nicos Poulantzas in his Fascism and Dictatorship (London: NLB, 1974, pp. 331-5) 
sees the fascist State as ‘characterized by the permanent mobilization of the masses’ and 
alludes to the crucial role played in this by the ‘ideological State apparatus’. However, 
he shows no interest in developing this vital point beyond stating laconically that the 
‘party, the family and propaganda are the trinity dominating the state ideological 
apparatuses’, and asserting there is a ‘significant decline’ in ‘the educational apparatus’, 
something patently untrue in the case of Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. Even Laclau, 
who attaches even more importance to fascist ideology in explaining its success in 
gaining and maintaining power, can do no more than allude in the vaguest terms to the 
appeal of populist nationalism as a force that rivals proletarian internationalism. One 
consequence of this reluctance to probe further into the ideological dynamics of specific 
fascisms is the palpable inadequacy of Marxist attempts to provide a satisfactory 
explanatory account of the Holocaust, which as Mason acknowledges, was driven by 

                                                           
9 D. Renton: Fascism: Theory and Practice, Pluto,  London, 1999, pp 27-28) See also: 
http://members.lycos.co.uk/mere_pseud_mag_ed/Ideology/Renton-Theory.htm (10.03.2005). 
10 Arguably the most influential works of liberal scholarship on generic fascism in English are: Ernst Nolte 
Three Faces of Fascism: Action Francaise, Italian Fascism and National Socialism (1963 German, 1965 
English); Eugene Weber Varieties of Fascism (1964); S.J. Woolf (ed): The Nature of Fascism (1968) G. L. 
Mosse (ed), International Fascism (1979); A. James Gregor: ‘Fascism and Modernization: Some 
Addenda’, World Politics, 26 (1974) pp. 370-84; W. Laqueur (ed), Fascism: A Reader’s Guide (1976); 
Zeev Sternhell: ‘Fascist Ideology’ in Laqueur op cit, pp. 332-8; Stein Ugelvik Larsen et. al. Who Were the 
Fascists (1980); Juan Linz: ‘Some notes Towards a Comparative Study of fascism in Sociological and 
Historical Perspective’, in W. Laqueur op cit, pp. 8-121; Stanley Payne Fascism: Comparison and 
Definition (Madison 1980) and Fascism A History 1914-45, (1996). Zeev Sternhell: The Birth of Fascist 
Ideology: From Cultural Rebellion to Political Revolution, (1989); Roger Griffin, The Nature of Fascism, 
1993; Walter Laqueur, Fascism Past, Present, Future (1996); Roger Eatwell: ‘On defining the fascist 
minimum: the centrality of ideology’, Journal of Political Ideologies 1,3, (October 1996);  George L. 
Mosse The Fascist Revolution (1998); Alexander Kallis, ‘The Regime Model of Fascism: A Typology’: 
European History Quarterly, Vol 30(1) pp.77-104; Michael Mann: Fascists (2004) 
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more than the demands of either capitalism or the State propaganda apparatus (see, for 
example, Renton, Fascism, ...ch. 8, ‘Marxists and the Holocaust’).”11 
 

Marxists, unencumbered by any sophisticated ideological analysis of fascism, have little 

difficulty in identifying a ‘fascist’ political economy to satisfy their economistic model of generic 

fascism. Any conventional Marxist approaching the questions posed in this paper, would conclude 

that any ‘fascist political economy’ was a ‘myth’ - if judged by its own assertions, but a ‘reality’ in 

terms of its capitalist class-biased intent - since all fascist doctrines are ultimately myths designed to 

masks a deeper collusion between the interests of capital and the leaders of fascism to preserve and 

protect the interests of the said capitalism, however they may be mediated by relative autonomy from 

the forces of capitalism itself.  In short, fascist political economy centres on smashing the power of 

the unions and other working class organs of résistance and re-establishing the hegemony of capital 

in periods of capitalist crisis. Renton again:  
 

“Is fascism the tool of capitalism and imperialism? Yes and no. The largest number of 
fascists have always described themselves as a ‘third force’, equally opposed to 
capitalism and socialism. Fascists have always seen themselves as revolutionaries. But 
their ideology is one which has acted in the clear interests of capital...... Fascism was not 
a ‘dishonest’ articulation of the position of the independent producer. It was faithful to 
its class base. Fascism's failure to transform society in the interest of the petty capitalist, 
was not a failure of the ideology, but an honest reflection of the real social weakness of 
the petty bourgeoisie under capitalism.”12 

 

But an endless repetitions of such well-rehearsed ‘truths’ drawn from past (often secondary) 

literature does nothing to improve their quality and in a more critical light Renton’s assertion appears 

little more than a modern nuanced recycling of Trotsky’s original version of the Bonapartist thesis. 

Ernesto Laclau long ago accepted that the relative weakness of traditional Marxist theories of fascism 

was due in good part to the ‘high degree to which we still depend for the theoretical understanding of 

fascism on a few great books written before 1945 despite the abundance of subsequent research 

which has made many of their analyses obsolete.’13  

 

                                                           
11 Roger Griffin ‘Awakening the dead’: towards a higher synthesis in Marxist conceptualizations of 
fascism’. Unpublished chapter in progress - sent to the author in typescript August 2004. fn 20, p. 34. 
12 Dave Renton, op cit, pp. 106-107.  
13 E. Laclau, ‘Fascism and Ideology’, in Laclau Politics and ideology in Marxist Theory, London (1979) p. 
22. He refers specifically to the works of Guérin, Neumann, Trotsky, and Togliatti. 
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The Non-Marxist Analysis. 

 

While it is clearly not sufficient to follow the Marxist economistic orthodoxy in discovering 

any meaningful fascist form/s of political economy, there remains an immediate problem for all 

‘liberal’ scholarship, captured in the observation that fascist movements parties and regimes lack 

recognisable ideologies or meaningful Weltanschaaungs. As political “latecomers” (in Juan Linz's 

phrase14), the early fascists had to open new political and ideological space for themselves, and were 

unique in their hostility to all the existing main political currents of left, right and center. They also 

appeared to borrow, almost indiscriminately, from other ideologies as a kind of magpie philosophy. 

The fusion by the Nazis of ‘national’ with ‘socialism’ in Nazism is a case in point, a process also 

assisted by fascists’ claims to reverence irrational instinct and action over contemplation and thought.  

Equally, unlike the political and intellectual vanguards of the other grand classical “isms”, 

leading inter-war fascists did not claim to draw inspiration from any substantive body of prior 

philosophical literature, or to base themselves upon systematic reasoning in the post-enlightenment 

tradition. There is no obvious body of key works containing an elaborated ‘fascist’ philosophical 

system, or writings by activist/scholars such as Lenin and Trotsky, on which to base any sound 

judgement of the nature of fascist ideas. And where there was such a body upon which a partial 

reading could be used to derive a case for fascism, including Machiavelli15, Hegel, Rousseau, 

Nietzsche, Heidegger (who actually tried and failed to get through to his Nazi sponsors) and even 

Weber, fascists seldom exhibited any in depth knowledge, or close interest, in the actual writings of 

these thinkers, preferring to rely on repeating slogans derived from their works to aid their 

propaganda purposes.16 

Therefore, the sense of fascist rhetoric and propaganda triumphing over serious intellectual 

content has assisted Marxists and other scholars to conclude that it is pointless (and dangerous) to 

look at what fascists actually say they are doing and why, thus ignoring fascism as a serious ideology 

in its own right. This max Gallo writes: 
                                                           
14 J. Linz: ‘Political Space and Fascism as a Late Comer: Conditions Conducive to the Success or failure of 
Fascism as a Mass Movement in  Interwar Europe, in Stein Ugelvik Larsen, Who Were the Fascists, op cit, 
pp. 153-191. 
15 For an interesting recent attempt to locate Machiavelli’s significance to Italian Fascist thought and action 
see Joseph Femia: ‘Machiavelli and Italian Fascism’, History of Political Thought, Vol xxv. No 1 Spring 
2004, pp. 1-15. 
16 James Whisker claims that “More than any other ideology, fascism openly acknowledged its roots. 
Mussolini's speeches are flavored with quotations from intellectual giants of the nineteenth century. Such 
quotations are not footnoted, but no real effort was made to conceal the sources either.” James Whisker  
‘Italian Fascism: An Interpretation’: The Journal for Historical Review Volume 4 number 1, Spring 1983. 
http://www.vho.org/GB/Journals/JHR/4/1/Whisker5-27.html (12/03/05) Aside from the point that these 
quotations were typically not referenced, this ignores the anti-intellectualism of many fascists, including 
Mussolini.  
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‘...Fascist ideology was, above all, words and phrases, a “public address system” 
ideology. Pronouncements created reality, just as omissions erased it: there was simply 
no more proletarians in Italy, no more unemployed, simply because they were no longer 
mentioned: never was there an ideology, a system so wholly one of words and illusion 
and rhetoric, so limited to vague generalities.....’17 
 

Nevertheless, the major branch of contemporary liberal scholarship and historiography within 

comparative fascist studies has continued to consider fascism to be an authentic (if deeply misguided 

and downright dangerous) ideological meta-narrative within the grand ‘isms’ tradition of 

Conservatism, Liberalism, and Socialism and worth investigating to see what the self-image of 

fascists can tell us.18  

Fascist doctrine (at least in its ‘classical’ form) was clearly not a ‘thin’ phenomenon, since it 

offered a comprehensive Weltanschauung containing a political and social philosophy, an economic 

alternative to both capitalism and socialism, a code of anti-Enlightenment ethics, and the promise of 

a utopian (in reality dystopian) ‘ideal’ future society, which together  proved capable of appealing to 

a wide spectrum of educated elites and ordinary citizens in some of the most powerful and 

sophisticated nations in Europe.19 Indeed, one leading scholar of fascism, claimed that: 

 

‘The fact is that fascist thinkers did provide a moral rationale for fascist rule. Among 
them, Gentile was perhaps the most sophisticated. If a serious attempt is to be 
mounted in the effort to explain fascism’s appeal, one must accept the realization that 
fascists, no less than Marxist-Leninists, and no less than liberal democrats, advanced 
philosophical and moral rationale, as well as empirical justification for their peculiar 
form of political rule.’20 

 

This is certainly true of the tradition of “revolutionary syndicalism” in Italian fascist ideology. 

This was the segment of the Italian socialist movement inspired by Georges Sorel and promoted 

from 1900 through to the 1920s by Arturo Labriola, Enrico Leone, Mantica, Oriani and Olivetti 

under the impulse of Italian ultra-nationalist ideology and in opposition  to the  revisionist marxism 

of social democratic parties and unions. It stressed the vitalistic and mythological role of class 

struggles, and the use of violence and “general strikes” as weapons against the liberal capitalist State. 

Both illiberal and anti-democratic; it rejected both parliament and parties in favour of  a 
                                                           
17 Max Gallo: Mussolini’s Italy, London (1973). p224 
18 Cf. M. Freeden: Ideologies and Political Theory, Oxford, OUP, 1996 passim; & ‘Political ideologies in  
substance and method: appraising a transformation’ in Freeden (ed.) Reassessing Political ideologies: The 
Durability of Dissent, Routledge, 2001.  
19 For the best general summaries of the beliefs and aspirations embodied in generic fascist world views cf. 
Roger Griffin: The Nature of Fascism, Routledge, 1993, and Stanley Payne: Fascism a History, UCLA 
Press, 1996. 
20 A. James Gregor: Phoenix: Fascism in our Time. Transaction, New York, 1999, pp. 107-08. 
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“self-government of production” and direct participation by workers organised in “syndicates” to 

make political decisions. Thus the Revolutionary Syndicalist movement which included several 

future fascist corporatists (including Lanzillo, Panunzio and Orano) provided the ideological 

justification for the later fascist regimentation of the corporative labour force. And this included a 

form of nationalism which provided a quasi state trade-unionism with the intention of uniting all 

productive forces in achieving the goal maximising national prestige, employing a neo-mercantilist 

and heavy industrial system, and strongly supported by the representatives of large scale capital all 

under fascist government.21 Pareto’s theory of elites and Pantaleoni’s prediction of an economy 

burdened by increasing general costs and hegemonised by bureaucratic and parasitic groups also 

passed, via Revolutionary Syndicalism, and economic nationalism, into fascist authoritarian 

ideology.22  

Another element of Italian corporative fascist ideology emerged from the liberal Neapolitan 

Hegelian school of Bertrando Spaventa and his school, which promoted the conception of the State 

as the highest synthesis of civil society and educated generations of liberal politicians and 

bureaucrats. This tradition spawned a more totalitarian current under the title of “actualism” under 

the guidance of Ugo Spirito, Giovanni Gentile, and other fascist philosophers in the Law Faculty and 

School of Corporative Studies at the University of Pisa. In the reinterpretation of Spaventa’s 

doctrines effected by Gentile and Spirito the subtle dialectic mediating between state and civil 

society was translated into a normative imperative to relinquish independent action in civil society in 

the cause of the superior ends of the State. The resulting synthesis of, actualism,  neo-idealism, neo-

syndicalism and neo-marxism was variously known as “Fascist Bolshevism” or “Fascist 

Socialism”.23  

Thus, according to Guidi, Italian fascist doctrine was the result of a “multiplicity of 

heterogeneous impulses”24 promoted by revolutionary syndicalists like De Ambris, nationalists such 

as Filippo Carli and Alfredo Rocco, and some syndical and fascist leaders such as Rossoni and 

                                                           
21 Zagari, E. (1982) ‘Introduction’, in Mancini, O., Perillo, F. D., Zagari, E. (eds) Teoria economica del 
corporativismo, 2 vols, Edizioni scientifiche italiane, Naples. pp. 13-59. 
22 Faucci, R. (1995) ‘The Development of an Italian Economic Style from Ferrara to Pantaleoni 
(1835-1890)’, in M. Albertone, A. Masoero (eds), Political Economy and National Realities, atti del 
convegno della Fondazione, Luigi Einaudi, Turin, 10-12 September 1992, Fondazione Einaudi, Torino 
1995, pp. 239-54.Faucci, R. (1995) ‘La cultura economica’, in A. del Boca, M. Legnani and M. G. Rossi 
(eds), II regime fascista. Storia a storiografia, Laterza, Rome-Bari, pp. 507-28.  
23 A. James Gregor: The Ideology of Fascism: The Rational of Totalitarianism, Free Press,  New York, 
(1969). 
24 Marco E.L. Guidi: ‘Corporatist Theory and The Italian Tradition of Political Economy: A Research 
Project’, presented to the conference on International Economic Thought in Southern Europe,, Porto, 27/28 
November 1998. p. 26 
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Bottai.25 1925 to 1934 witnessed the maximum interest and growth of corporative economics under 

Fascism in Italy. During that period the principle theoreticians of corporativism - Ugo Spirito, 

Filippo Carli, Massimo Fovel, Gino Arias, argued that corporative economics should be 

reconstructed on a new and more rigorous bases, replacing homo oeconomicus with  homo 

corporativus.26 Guidi sums up this synthesis of various pre-fascist philosophies in the following 

terms:  

...the corporatist State-centred doctrine ... was the result of the marriage between the 
totalitarian vision of the Hegelian “actualist” philosophers and the authoritarianism of 
the pre-corporative component of nationalism (Rocco, Carli) and Revolutionary 
Syndicalism. Despite Spirito's unsuccessful attempt to introduce his “proprietary 
corporation” scheme, the role of the Hegelian doctrine should not be underestimated: 
indeed, it probably was the ideological paste of the latter current.....if this reconstruction 
holds as an interpretative hypothesis on the nature of corporatist theory, the latter was 
not an authoritarian version of the paternalist and organicist economic tradition, but a 
peculiar and original application to economic problems of a statist tradition of political 
thought. This tradition was alternative, as a language and a discursive practice, both to 
individualistic economic liberalism and to the moderate-liberal, antiindividualistic vision 
of social organisation.27 
 
In short, the corporatist tradition which fed into fascism was an attempt to forge a genuine path 

between capitalist marginalist economics and the communist state ownership based forms of political 

economy. According to Ugo Spirito’s Hegelian model, the corporative economy represented a third 

way between capitalism and socialism. Fascists like Giuseppe Bottai followed in this tradition and 

promoted the plan of a “corporative democracy” founded upon the selfgovernment of producer 

groups within the state - a conception similar to the “proprietary corporation” suggested by Spirito.28 

Several corporatist thinkers also emerged from the anti-individualistic wing of the nationalist 

movement, including Alfredo Rocco, Carlo Costamagna, Francesco Ercole and Filippo Carli. 

One branch of revolutionary syndicalism which filtered into Italian Fascism contained a non-

Marxist form of the primacy of economics strand. It derived from the ideas of Arturo Labriola and 

Enrico Leone and, as Sternhell points out, was close to an extreme form of ‘economism.’29 This 

borrowed from so-called “hedonist economics” mixed and the mathematical neoclassicism of Jevons 

and Walras to create an bizarre synthesis mixing marginal utility with ‘hedonist maximum’ and 
                                                           
25 With regard to the differences between nationalism and revolutionary syndicalism see Luigi Federzoni, 
Italia di ieri per la storia di domani (Verona, 1967), pp15-19. On revolutionary syndicalism see J. J. Roth, 
‘The Roots of Italian Fascism: Sorel and Sorelismo,’ Journal of Modern History xxxix (March, 1967, pp. 
30-45. 
26 Ibid, p. 7. 
27 Ibid. p. 27. 
28 D. Cavalieri (1994): ‘Il corporativismo nella storia del pensiero economico italiano: una rilettura critics’, 
Il pensiero economico italiano, 11, 2, 1994, pp. 17-18. 
29 Zeev Sternhell: The Birth of Fascist Ideology: From Cultural Rebellion to Political Revolution, 
Princeton, (1989), p. 145. 
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Marx’s theory of surplus value.30 This drew the following observation from one leading scholar of 

Italian Fascism: 

 .... it can easily be established that Fascism, prior to its advent to power, advertised a 
specific program addressed to immediate problems that afflicted the national 
economy. Moreover. Fascism entertained a long-range economic program that was 
reasonably well articulated in the doctrinal literature of 1921 and 1922. Furthermore, 
while it is true that Fascism’s immediate, and some considerable part of its more 
comprehensive programs, were not incompatible with the interests of important 
segments of Italy's economic elite, those programs were autonomous, originating 
among its principal ideologues before allies previously unattached to the movement 
joined forces with Fascism. Whatever accommodation there might have been with the 
established economic interests of the peninsula, this accommodation was a contingent, 
rather than a constituent, characteristic of Fascist economic policy.31  
 

In other words, the undoubtedly accomodationist (to big business) design of the actual 

corporative system under Fascist rule in Italy was a consequence of political decisions taken by 

Mussolini under pressure from political proponents and organic intellectuals (philosophers and 

jurists) within the fascist movement (most notably Bottai, Rocco, and Edmondo Rossoni) as well a 

business interests, rather than the fruits of any theoretical elaboration by leading professional 

economists. Bottai, the minister for Corporations (from September 1929 to July 1932) emerged from 

Futurism and was not, therefore, from the radical leftist wing of fascism. He argued that the function 

of Italian Fascism was to create a new managerial ruling class for Italy, which would be free from the 

class prejudices of past leaders. As such he was an authoritarian moderniser and technocratic 

fascist32, as was Oswald Mosley in Britain.  

Equally removed from the radical tradition was Alfredo Rocco, Minister for Justice 1925-32. 

Known as the “official theorist of Fascism” he was an eminent professor of Philosophy and Law and 

a leading public intellectual. But he emerged from the rightist and ultra-nationalist Italian Nationalist 

Association, and sought an authoritarian state based around corporations placed under total state 

authority since he took Mussolini’s  slogan ‘nothing outside the state’ literally. He made certain that 

the unions syndicalist tendencies were emasculated by their incorporation under the corporate state. 

But his long term economic ideals were never achieved because the corporate state was never given 

                                                           
30 R. B. Ekelund, Jr. & R. F. Hebert, A History of Economic Theory and Method, Tokyo McGraw –Hill, 
1983, Ch 16.  
31 Gregor, A.J. (1979) Italian Fascism and developmental dictatorship Princeton, N.J.: Univ. Press. pp. 
126-127.From Ch. 5 ‘The Political Economy of Fascism.’  
32 Cf. Giuseppe Bottai: Esperienza corporativa (1929-35) Florence, (1935) 
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meaningful control over the fascist economy. Ultimately, his corporatism was really a form of neo-

mercantilism.33  

Against the eventually reality of the corporate system created by the Fascists state, Fascist 

syndicalists had desired a new and autonomous labour movement, and certainly not the absorption of 

the workers into state controlled corporations dominated by employers or the state. While the more 

radical Futurists and squadristi wanted youth to triumph over the older generations of sclerotic elites. 

Both were disappointed. For leading syndicalist-fascists like Arnaldo Fioretti, this represented  a 

tragic “arrested revolution.”34 As Roland Sarti pointed out: ‘The industrialists were not strong 

enough to dominate fascism [in Italy] but were sufficiently influential to thwart the plans of self-

styles Fascist social revolutionaries...Their strongest asset when dealing with fascism was that they 

knew exactly what they wanted whereas the Fascists pursued too many vague and conflicting 

goals.’35 

 

The Core Doctrines of Fascism. 

 

There remains wide disagreement over the exact mix of doctrinal and ideological  components 

which made up the core ineliminable values and aspirations of fully-fledged fascism. But arguably 

any list compiled by non-Marxist scholars would have to include many of the following elements in 

their taxonomy.  

 

Political Values:36   

• Absolute belief in strong, messianic, charismatic, leadership;  
• Paganistic leader cults (while professing Christian values) as a form of ‘civic religion’.   
• Worship of the nation as the source of all positive values; 
• Government exercised via self-styled state totalitarianism 
• Aggressively Imperialistic/racist (cultural and/or biological) ultra-nationalism;  
• Vehement anti-liberalism and rabid anti-communism;  
• National ties ranked above class (class conflicts denied);  
• Need for constantly remobilising the masses through propaganda, huge public rituals and 

fostering of mobilising myths of Sorel.    
• Rejection of all forms of political democracy, equality and unencumbered individual liberty.  
• Politics of paranoia – acceptance and promotion of conspiracy theories.  

                                                           
33 See Edward R. Tannenbaum: ‘The Goals of Italian Fascism’, ‘American Historical Review, Vol LXXIV, 
No 4, April (1969) 1183-1204. pp1196-98 
34 Ibid., p. 1194. Fioretti actually considered making the unions autonomous from the party.  
35 R. Sarti: Fascism and the Industrial leadership in Italy 1919-1940: A Study of the Expansion of Private 
Power under Fascism, UCLA press, (1971), pp137-38. 
36 This is an ‘ideal type’ taxonomy and therefore concrete examples will include are overlaps between 
certain categories.  
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Social Values   

• Extreme stress on the masculine principle and male dominance,    
• Strongly organic view of society.  
• Social welfare benefits and legal rights for indigenous (racially/culturally pure) citizens;  
• Degenerate activities (modern art, gay and lesbian lifestyles, modern  music etc) considered 

‘decadent’ and criminalized. 
• Creation of a selfless ‘new man’ and the ‘cult of youth’.  
 

Economic values  
• Belief in the totalitarian ‘corporate state’ and in  ‘third way’ economics. 
• Belief in national self-sufficiency and ‘autarky’ to defend the nation and to  prepare  for war 

and conquest.  
• Belief in ‘ruralization’ return  to the land, with associated peasant virtues.     
• Anti-finance capitalism and ‘usury’ – especially in biological racist varieties. 

     

Moral-Ethical Values: 
• An idealist, vitalist and voluntaristic philosophy;   
• Belief in irrationalism and instinctual urges and feelings over rational thought (‘listening to 

the call of the blood’);  
• Belief in the survival of the ‘fittest’ and associated right to conquest and dominion over the 

‘weak’ and ‘inferior’;  
• War considered as a moral good in itself;  
• Ends justify any means necessary to achieve them (including genocide);  
• Empathy and pity for ‘enemies’ pity considered a sign of weakness;   
• Military and ‘warrior virtues’ of ‘hardness’ and discipline regarded as the highest form of 

ethical existence 
 

By far the most difficult part of this four level values matrix to probe in depth (or verify 

empirically) are the core economic values of classical fascism, which were so often encapsulated in 

vague statements about establishing a ‘corporate state’ and talk of recreating and preserving small-

scale agricultural communities. And as to fascisms’ supposed adherence to forms of ‘third way’ 

economics, again when translated into the overheated rhetoric of fascist propaganda, this appears 

little more of a mobilising myth to identify fascism apart from its chief enemies and rivals - 

liberalism and communism (i.e. ‘we are neither for atheistic expropriatory communism, nor for crisis 

plagued and immiserating monopoly capitalism’) instead of the sophisticated system of political 

economy Gentile intended it  to be.  As a result, it is widely assumed that classical fascism lacked a 

properly developed political economy of its own, resorting to slogans and empty rhetoric of the ‘third 

way’ and ‘corporative state’ to cover more sinister autarkic and authoritarian policies and intentions 

which were primarily driven by sinister political motives.37  

                                                           
37 The first example of the suggestion that there was no room for “economic man” in a fascist society was 
that of Peter F. Drucker: The End of Economic Man, London, Heinemann (1939). 
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This ‘primacy of politics’ thesis was given a huge boost when one of the leading Marxist 

scholars of Nazi Germany, Paul Mason, posited that after 1936 and the slide towards autarky and 

total war production (and especially after 1941 with the move to genocide and full scale factories of 

death) a ‘primacy of politics’ had existed under the Nazi regime – albeit providing the only exception 

of this kind, and something which therefore proved the Marxist rule on the primacy of economics.38 

While amongst liberal scholars, Ian Kershaw concluded that:  

 
I have argued that while major capitalist enterprise could massively increase its profits 
through Nazi policy, control over the execution of policy moved unmistakably towards the 
specifically ‘Nazi bloc’ in the ‘power cartel’. And as the groups in the ‘Nazi Bloc’ gained 
the upper hand in policy execution, so also the initiation of policy in crucial areas with a 
direct bearing on the economy shifted inexorably away from ‘big business’, though 
coming only at a later stage to stand diametrically in opposition to the prime capitalist 
interest in its own reproduction. By then, the level of intervention by the Nazi State in both 
labour and capital markets, coupled with the autarkic exclusion of the new German 
Imperium from world markets, had certainly promoted a capitalism quite differently 
structured from that analysed by Marx. However, speculation about the future nature and 
role of capitalism in a victorious Nazi ‘new order’ seems vacuous. Ultimately, the madly 
escalating nihilistic dynamic of Nazism was incompatible with the lasting construction and 
reproduction of any economic order. 39  
 

Fascism - an anti-Materialist Doctrine. 

 

When attempting to interpret fascist’s claims to promote a novel form of political economy, it 

is important to understand their aversion to employing economistic language and concepts necessary 

to engage in the traditional discourse of political economy, which makes following their economistic  

claims all the harder to understand and interpret.  

This is due to the inbuilt ideological bias against materialist based arguments and an associated 

hostility towards a more economistic understanding of events in national and world history. Marxism 

and socialism are, of course, openly materialistic ideologies, embracing the need to have a highly 

developed understanding and appreciation of the material conditions of existence and the interaction 

of the economic ‘base’ of human existence upon the ‘superstructure’ of politics and civil society. 

Liberal varieties of thought and belief also derive in part from a developed understanding of political 
                                                           
38 Tim Mason: ‘The Primacy of Politics – Politics and economics in National Socialist Germany’, originally 
published in Das Argument – Berliner Hefte fur Probleme Gesellschaft, No 41, December 1966, and 
reprinted in S. J. Woolf  (ed) The Nature of Fascism, Random House, NY, 1968, pp.165-195. 
39 Ian Kershaw: The Nazi Dictatorship Problems & Perspectives of Interpretation, 4th ed, 2000, p. 67.  But 
since Nazism in its death throws represented the most nihilistic and radically self-destructive and dystopian 
form of fascism, perhaps the true political economy of fascism lies prior to the final excesses of this 
extreme Hitlerite ideology, maddened by immanent defeat in total war, since the purges, Gulags, and state-
centred brutalism of the Stalinist regime at its height bear little resemblance to any of the aspirations and 
desires of most committed communists. 
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economy – a term which emerged in liberal thought in order to explain the ‘natural’ rise of market-

based individualism and liberal notions of the innate value of ‘freedom’ of thought and action to all 

human society. Liberal political economy is therefore expressed in terms of market equilibriums and 

the natural motives of economic actors.  

Mussolini restated this paradoxical view of a non-materialist political economy in his Fascism: 

Doctrine and Institutions, of 1935, which explicity rejects any ‘economic conception of history’:  

 
Fascism, now and always, believes in holiness and in heroism; that is to say, in actions 
influenced by no economic motive, direct or indirect. And if we deny the economic 
conception of history, according to which men are no more than puppets carried to and 
fro by the waves of chance, while the real directing forces are quite out of their control, 
it follows that the existence of an unchangeable and unchanging class-war is also 
denied - the natural progeny of the economic conception of history. ..... Fascism denies 
the materialist conception of happiness as a possibility, and abandons it to its inventors, 
the economists of the first half of the nineteenth century; that is to say, Fascism denies 
the validity of the equation, well-being = happiness, which would reduce men to the 
level of animals, caring for one thing only - to be fat and well-fed - and would thus 
degrade humanity to a purely physical existence.....Fascism has taken up an attitude of 
complete opposition to the doctrines of Liberalism, both in the political field and in the 
field of economics...... Political doctrines pass, nations remain. We are free to believe 
that this is the century of authority, a century tending to the ‘right’ a Fascist century. If 
the nineteenth century was a century of individualism (and Liberalism always signifies 
individualism), it may be expected that this will be a century of collectivism and hence 
the century of the State.40 

 

In this guise fascist anti-materialism shunned allocating a key role to any independent 

economic causation, whether the ‘disciplines’ of the free market, or in materialist/structuralist class 

based forms. The roots of fascist pseudo-cultural ideology were, after all, rooted in quasi-

Nietzschean superman myths, and expressed in the apocalyptic meta-historical writings of Oswald 

Spengler and the vitalistic opera plots of Wagner, which denied the significance of mere economics 

in dictating the forward and upward (and downward) movement of peoples and civilizations. Fascist 

philosophy is often centred on the present and future triumph of the ‘will’ of the chosen dictator and 

his devoted disciples over mere material obstacles. For such fascists, when an economy fails, or 

succeeds, ‘someone’ not ‘something’ is held responsible.  

 

                                                           
40 B.  Mussolini; Fascism: Doctrine and Institutions (Rome, Ardita, 1935; published in Italian in 1932) 
Available at http://www2.bc.edu/~weiler/fascism.htm (07/03/2005) 
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Fascist Economics  – a  two regimes model. 

 
“Fascism should more properly be called corporatism because it is the merger of state and 
corporate power….The State not only is authority which governs and molds individual wills with 
laws and values of spiritual life, but it is also power which makes its will prevail abroad.... For the 
Fascist, everything is within the State and... neither individuals nor groups are outside the State.... 
For Fascism, the State is an absolute, before which individuals or groups are only relative....” 
(from the Encyclopedia Italiana, attributed to Benito Mussolini, but largely written by the editor  
Giovanni Gentile).  

 

Much scholarly interest devoted to understanding fascist political economy has naturally 

concentrated on the regime phase of fascism in Italy and Germany41, the only major examples of 

fascist dictatorships.42 The problem with any regime model is that the nature of the economic 

intentions of regimes always depends upon the relative autonomy of each regime from the economic 

structures and social power blocs inherited from of the previous state, and also on the degree of 

pragmatism and/or force of will shown by the new leadership in overcoming a variety of external 

economic barriers. In the case of both fascist regimes the wishes and desires of both dictators were 

modified and deformed by the inherited exigencies and necessities of the pre-existing economies and 

by external forces in the international economy, so modifying and deforming the intentions of 

realising any ‘ideal’ political economy. 

 

The Practice of Italian Fascism. 

 

In a speech of October 28th 1925 Mussolini stated his famous maxim encapsulating the fascist 

philosophy: “Tutto nello Stato, niente al di fuori dello Stato, nulla contro lo Stato.” (“Everything in 

the State, nothing outside the State, nothing against the State”.) From this he claimed to deduce that 

the business of all individuals’ was also the state’s business, and that the states’ very existence was  

the highest duty of the individual. But such lofty rhetoric could never be realised in practice, unless 

                                                           
41 On the general question of Fascism and Nazism and the economy see, Avarham Barkai Nazi Economics: 
Ideology, Theory, and Policy (New Haven, 1990).This offers an in depth analysis of the Nazi programme 
up until 1936, especially the elements of corporative economics, see also, Berenice Carroll, Design for 
Total War. Arms and Economics in the Third Reich (The Hague, 1968); Richard J. Overy, The Nazi 
Economic Recovery 1932-1938 (London, 1982); John R. Gillingham, Industry and Politics in the Third 
Reich: Ruhr Coal, Hitler and Europe (New York, 1985). For Italy, see Roland Sarti, Fascism and the 
Industrial Leadership in Italy (Berkeley, 1971) A. James Gregor; Italian Fascism and Developmental 
Dictatorship (Princeton University Press, 1979). David D. Roberts; The Syndicalist Tradition and Italian 
Fascism (Manchester University Press, 1979).  
42 Franco’s Spain is regarded here as a Catholic authoritarian monarchist form of regime and Japan between 
the wars as an emperor worshipping form of pre-modern authoritarianism and so excluded by this author. 
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the state took control of almost every aspect of civil society (significantly Mussolini coined the word 

‘Totalitarianismo’ to represent the ideal and actual Italian fascist state).  

And sure enough, by the early 1930s the Italian fascist economy was officially controlled by a 

complex network of employer/worker organizations representing all industries at local, provincial, 

and national levels, under the peak organisation of the neo-syndicalist National Council of 

Corporations. But the real decisions were made by state agencies such as Istituto per la 

Riconstruzione Industriale, (IRI) and/or Mussolini himself.  

Also, as early as 1929, in preparation for imperialist war, and as a reaction to the onset of 

world depression, Mussolini’s government had introduced protectionist measures to turn toward 

autarchy. These autarchic policies intensified as international economic sanctions were imposed on 

Italy after its invasion of Ethiopia, with increased tariffs, tougher import quotas, and a strengthened 

embargo on exporting industrial produce. Henceforth the government controlled all prices and 

wages, and forced cartelisation was implemented if the ‘majority’ voted for it. As a result small 

businessmen were often turned into quasi-state employees.  The fascist state also controlled 

agricultural output closely, dictating the crops grown, breaking up farm units, with the threat of  

expropriation if compliance was not forthcoming. Banking also came under state regulation and 

control. To control limited credit the Istituto Mobiliare was founded in 1931, acquiring all the shares 

held by banks in industry, agriculture, and real-estate. The state also set up public-works programs 

and dictated decisions about locating and expanding industries. But in reality this was chiefly aimed 

at creating a ‘closed autarkic’ system in Italy and fending off the threat of deepening recession.  

 Nevertheless, the image of a strong and decisive leader taking charge of an ailing economy 

through new managerialist measures during hard times fascinated foreign observers. US president 

Franklin Roosevelt famously looked to fascist Italy for his New deal ideas in 1933. But the Italian 

Fascist regime failed to extricate itself from dependency upon the Catholic Church in civil society 

and sections of big business and the old landed elites within the economy, and Italy’s still 

underdeveloped economy struggled to achieve even a bare semblance successful autarkic isolation in 

preparation for war.  

Between 1929 and 1939 industrial production increased by only 15% percent, lower than in 

comparable Western European countries. Labour productivity also remained low and production 

costs were highly uncompetitive. The real shift which took place simply transferred the allocation of 

resources and demand for goods and services from the market to government bureaucrats, and by 

government decree, by-passing the formal apparatus of the corporate state. Mussolini’s ‘fascist’ 

political economy was ultimately designed to meet the needs of the armed and closed state, rather 

than its citizens, and ultimately it served neither purpose very well.  
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One aspect of this fist of political-economic measures was successful and widely popular - the 

Dopolavoro. After the state outlawed all strikes a Labour Charter was enacted in 1927 promising 

workers new rights as well as new responsibilities to the state. It recognised the right of official trade 

unions to bargain collectively, and barring employer lockouts, it also created a vast national network 

of clubs for working people, under the umbrella organisation the Dopolavoro. This vast organisation 

organized most forms of collective leisure-time activities in particular sponsoring sports and arts 

activities, and proved genuinely popular with many Italian workers and their families. 
 

The Practice of German fascism. 

 

Soon after taking power in 1933 all existing trade unions were banned and all workers forced  

to join the German Labour Front (DAF). Workers lost the right to strike and those who refused work 

were imprisoned. In general wages fell across the period of Nazi rule. The RAD (National Labour 

Service) sent men on public works – building autobahns, airfields, dams etc – but wages and 

conditions on the RAD schemes were very poor.43 In June 1933, the Law to Reduce Unemployment 

was enacted, Unemployment (a condition, it should be noted, considered unnecessary and an evil by 

all fascists and the Nazis has conducted their 1932 electoral campaigns around promising Arbeit und 

Brot – ‘work and bread’44) fell from nearly 6 million to almost nothing (with conscription eventually 

absorbing over 1 million unemployed and concentration camps, forced emigration and summary 

executions removing others). Food prices were also held at the 1928 level to appease workers and 

under the 1933 ‘Farm Law’, farmers were assured sales and given subsidies. However, they were 

also organised into the Reich Food Estate and strictly controlled, as in I.45   

As in I autarkic measures appear early in the life of the regime with the New Plan of 1934 

halting imports, and subsidizing domestic industry and military-related production of oil, steel, coal 

and explosives rose. After the fiscal and food crisis of 1935 Goering was put in charge of the  

exclusively autarkic Four Year Plan in 1936 designed to organise the military and industry for war in 

                                                           
43 Dan P. Silverman Hitler's Economy: Nazi Work Creation Programs, 1933-1936, Harvard University 
Press, Harvard, 1998. Silverman focuses on the main work creation programs including motorisation, 
Autobahn building, emergency relief, and rearmament. In his view most work creation in the 1933-1936 
period was not chiefly undertaken a result of rearmament and autarky, but was rather an attack on 
unemployment. 
44 Full employment was a core ideological component of the Nazis political economy rather than a 
temporary expedient introduced to fulfil an election promise or overcome the present crisis. Otto Dietrich, 
the economist heading Hitler's press bureau, identified German national socialism with the right to work: 
'Our socialism is no utopia, alienated from the real world, but natural life, full of pulsating blood ... the sole 
egalitarian economic demand it grants all the people is the right to work.' O. Dietrich, Das 
Wirtschaftsdenken im Dritten Reich Munich, (1936), p. 14. 
45 J. E. Farquharson, The Plough and the Swastika: The NSDAP and Agriculture 1928-1945 (London 1976) 
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just four years – against the wishes of many industrialists and bankers. Goering famously stated: 

‘Iron makes an empire strong; butter only makes people fat’.  (Which was rich – in all senses – 

coming from him.) Civilian Labour conscription was also introduced in all but name. As a result 

state spending rose from about 5 billion to 30 billion marks between 1932–38 as Hitler built up the 

armed forces and replaced the market with the state as the main source of demand for primary 

produce and heavy goods.46  Hitler’s Nazi economy also shared with Italian fascism, a series of 

corporativistic front organisations and close government control (rather than ownership) of major 

sections of the industrial, agricultural, financial, and investment sectors.47  

An Italian Dopolavoro style system was also created to sweeten the pill for the quasi 

conscripted and low wage workers, in the Strength through Joy Movement (KdF), through which 

workers enjoyed highly subsidised holidays, theatre trips and concerts. In Berlin alone between 1933 

and 38, the KdF sponsored 134,000 events for 32 million people (2 million on cruises and weekend 

breaks, and 11 million on theatre visits). The KdF also promoted the Volkswagen ( People’s Car) 

which it was planned to be able to purchase buy for 5 marks a week, but was never put into 

production, losing out to military demands for tanks and planes in a breathtaking act of nazi forced 

savings.  

Prior to the opening of the new Volkswagen plant in May 1938 thousands of Germans had had 

begun to pay into a special savings-installment plan toward future purchase of such a car. At the 

foundation ceremony Hitler tellingly observed: ‘If the German people spend all their wages on 

consumer goods, we cannot ... produce without limits, it will cause disaster. It is therefore vital to 

guide the purchasing power of the German people in other directions.’48 By the end of March 1938 

170,000 citizens had deposited around 111 million Reichsmarks towards buying the car. However, 

when the plant began operating, it produced only military vehicles and aircraft parts.49 

As with Italian fascism, the chief aim was to achieve autarky and a closed economic system 

designed to wage war and conquest. But in contrast to Fascist Italy, in Nazi’s inherited the power and 

dynamism of the German economy. In addition, the gradual demolition of rival power blocs outside 

the inner core of the Nazi ‘power cartels’ (which after 1936 still included I. G. Farben and some 

other big industrial interests) chiefly represented by Hitler’s inner circle, the SS and the army, 

allowed the Nazi leadership to move towards a grotesque genocidal ‘primacy of politics’ – especially 
                                                           
46 By March 1938 170,000 savers had deposited the sum of 110 million Reichsmarks in the Volkswagen 
account for the people’s car. However, when the plant began operating, it produced military vehicles and 
aircraft parts. Kluke, 'Hitler und das Volkswagenprojekt,' Vierteljahreshefte fuer Zeitgeschichte 8 (1960): 
341f. 
47 Jane Caplan Government without Administration, State and civil Service in Weimar and Nazi Germany 
(Oxford, 1988) 
48 M. Domarus, Hitler-Reden und Proklamationen (Wuerzburg, 1962-63), pp. 867f. 
49 P. Kluke, 'Hitler und das Volkswagenprojekt,' Vierteljahreshefte fuer Zeitgeschichte 8 (1960): p. 341f. 
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once war had broken out in the East.  In short, the fit between Nazi belief in brutal superman 

economics (basically a genocidal slave and permanent war economy) meant arguably a much closer 

fit between ‘theory’ and practice than under Italian Fascism, at least for the racial fascists.50 But the 

exigencies of inheriting a previous form of economy still embedded in the crisis ridden world 

system, had deformed any more sophisticated forms of nazi political economy long before the lurch 

to ‘total war’, as Karl Hardach suggests: 

 
Although during the peace years national socialism, the German version of fascism, 
aimed in general at the creation of a new economic system that would be an 
alternative of capitalism and communism, combining so-called responsible 
economic self-administration with comprehensive guidance by the state,[i.e. a 
Third Way] such attempts had to take a back seat to the solving of the more 
pressing problems of the day. Surmounting the domestic consequences of the world 
economic crisis, initiating rearmament, and developing safeguards against 
economic warfare – without significant upward pressure on prices and impairment 
of the standard of living-took priority until September 1939.51 [Emphasis mine DB] 

 

And a further method of capturing the multi-layered and contingent practices of fascist economics is 

to draw broad distinctions between the ‘early’, ‘middle’ and ‘late’ forms of developing fascist 

political economy as experienced in Italy and Germany.  

 

Phase One – ‘Early Radical Fascism’. 

 

Early fascism was extremely anti- big-capital and violently anti-Bolshevik and strongly for 

reclaiming and unifying the lost national territories, and it  tended to be located on the ‘left’ of the 

fascist spectrum in the more radical elements within the early movements many of which has 

emerged from leftist or quasi-leftist splinter groups. Consequently, these impulses produced 

programmes which were extremely anti-capitalist and ultra-nationalist.  

The Italian fascist programme of 1919 demanded a heavy capital levy, a tax on war profits, 

generous minimum wage rates, participation by workers’ in management, confiscation of church  

property and surplus land to be allocated to peasants’ co-operatives. The Nazi programme of 1920 

demanded the abolition of unearned income, outright confiscation of excess war profits, 

nationalization of trusts, land reform, and the strengthening of the middle orders. Calls were also 

made for closing the stock exchanges and nationalising the banks. While in Nazi Germany, de Grand 

suggests: 
                                                           
50 Cf. Kershaw The Nazi Dictatorship – ch.3 ‘Politics and Economics in the Nazi State’, pp. 47-68. 
51 Karl Hardach: The Political Economy of Germany in the Twentieth Century, UCLA Press, Berkley, 
1980, p.7  
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On taking power, radical Nazis launched a campaign against department stores which 
were hit with special tax legislation and by consumer boycotts. Artisan and small 
business groups sought to ban certain services from large chain stores and cooperatives. 
Even the concept of the industrial corporation was challenged by Nazi populists who 
dreamed of a return to the old system of patriarchal management.52 
 

In both states, early fascists displayed a visceral  mistrust of ‘big capital’, especially ‘rapa-

cious’ finance capital in Germany, which was contrasted with ‘creative’ industrial capital, while 

fascists in Italy distinguished between the ‘productive’ and the ‘parasitic’ elements of the bourgeoisie 

and promised wholesale nationalisation of industry and commerce.  Significantly, Hitler (a complete 

agnostic on economic affairs) quickly moved against the leftist economic aspirations within Nazism 

after taking total control of the party in 1925-6, either by winning individuals and groups over to his 

messianic leadership (Goebbels is the most prominent example), or isolating and where necessary 

eliminating the more recalcitrant members of this faction of the movement – most notably the 

Strasser brothers - Otto and Gregor.53 And Mussolini also purged or sidelined most of his more 

extreme Fascist zealots by 1935.54  

In Italy the revolutionary syndicalism and corporativism embodied in the beliefs of the more 

radical Ras (regional level fascist leaders) clearly lay behind such anti-capitalist beliefs, while in 

Germany ‘Strasserism’ and the ‘North German faction’ were responsible for much of the running. In 

neither case did this radicalism pass very far into the regime stage of fascism with any force due to 

the actions of the ruling factions. 

 

 
Second Phase –Syndical State Accommodations and Proto-Autarky. 

 
Faced with the realities of taking power having made huge ‘bread and work’ promises to their 

supporters, both leaderships recognised that large private industrial and financial complexes could 

only be challenged by massive direct state intervention in the economy, at a considerable risk of 

destabilising the situation. Against vocal protests from the fascist left, both regimes abandoned any 

attempt to radically alter the structure of economic organisation, and instead modified and worked 

within inherited structures to further their long term economic aims.  

The breakdown of the international capital market with the world depression, coupled with 

fears generated by past experiences, and a real threat of the flight of capital abroad, was in both cases 

                                                           
52 Alexander de Grande: Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany : The ‘Fascist’ Style of Rule, Routledge, London, 
1995, p. 42 
53 Cf. S. G. Payne A History of Fascism: 1914-1945, UCLA Press, London, 1997, pp. 157-161 
54 Ibid. pp. 218-19 
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checked by exchange controls, while credit institutions were employed to absorb public debt. 

Although envisaging the gradual reintegration of Germany into the international trading and financial 

system after a full recovery, Nazi Economics Minister Hjalmar Schacht was faced with immediate 

credit shortages, consequently government orders were paid for by bills accepted by a company, 

Metallurgichen-Forschungs GmbH (Mefo), created jointly by industry and the Nazi government. 

These ‘Mefo bills’ circulated as payment for other goods and were also employed used by banks to 

expand credit. This policy was also generated by the refusal of fascist governments to contemplate 

foreign loans, which went against the grain to their rejection of liberal rentier capitalism and also of 

achieving closed economies.  

The creation of corporativistic QUANGOs, especially in Italy, was justified as a deus ex 

machina to rationalize and modernise the fascist economy. But it was also a system created to 

counter the impact of the continuing world depression. In both cases the industrial sector was 

allowed to remain in private hands, but charged with meeting the “national need”. Corporativism was 

Mussolini’s answer to saving capitalism. The system of compulsory sectoral organization and 

government of industry, was proclaimed as a method of eliminating of the opposed interests of 

capital and labour in deliberate contrast to the class concepts of capitalism and communism since it 

controlled and integrated not only the workers, but the capitalists. But as already noted, 

corporativism was often bypassed by other state and  ultimately the public contract was system 

probably the most effective instrument of control over industry. By 1944 71% of banking assets were 

held in government securities, against 20% prior to 1933. And if any feature of fascist corporatism 

was distinctive it was the systematic and brutal destruction of the independent trade unions and the 

obligatory incorporation of the workers within the corporations under fascist peak organisations, 

since this was an essential  component of the system.  

Direct state interventionism and public ownership was extended piecemeal by both regimes, 

but was often made necessary, (especially in Italy) to maintain the stability of the industrial/financial 

systems. For instance, the Industrial Reconstruction Institute (IRI) was hastily created to forestall the 

immanent collapse of the core banking system, which controlled a considerable sector of heavy 

industry and only afterwards trumpeted as a ‘fascist’ project.  

It was also employed to create new industries where capital was risk averse, or the product 

central for purposes of military armament. Thus each fascist state intervened directly to create 

enterprises to exploit fuel and chemical deposits and/or develop replacement synthetic materials (in 

Italy AGIP, Ente Nazionale Cellulosa). Nazi direct investment in the chemical industry, especially I. 

G. Farben, increased after 1936 to replace private capital’s unwillingness to develop the substitute 

materials required for the underlying drive towards autarchy. In Germany the paradigm example was 
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the huge Reichworks Hermann Goering, created by the state to exploit the uneconomic low-grade 

Salzgitter ore.  

Major expansion of the state’s bureaucratic machinery was one major consequence of this 

mixture of corporatism and state intervention. A vast matrix of multi-level governing departments, 

agencies, and guilds were  created, which together controlled, the infrastructural and demand 

elements of the fascist economies. But this was a far from coherent system, containing a multitude of 

quasi-autonomous bodies, and strong local leaders – Ras or ‘little Hitlers’. In both societies the 

power remained partially located in local interest groups – especially in areas such as Catholic 

Bavaria and the rural and remote South of Italy. But again achieving influence, or the need to repay 

local support, often weighed more heavily than national economic assessments. Corruption was also 

rife in the Italian system and even in Nazi Germany the Reichworks Hermann Goering degenerated 

into a system of rank corruption.  

Trade patterns were highly deformed by fascist closed economy policies, especially in the 

German case. German imports fell from 14.5 milliard RM in 1928 to 4.75 milliard in  1938, and 

exports fell in similar measure. Bilateral overseas trade became the norm, based on hugely complex 

clearing/barter agreements and heavily subsidised exports. As a result, German trade patterns shifted 

increasingly to South-East and South-West Europe and Latin America. In Italy, the fascist regime 

introduced and closely policed a similar mixture of high tariffs, barter/bilateral trade agreements, 

strict exchange controls, and draconian import licences.  

Under both regimes spearheaded a drive to increase agricultural production and achieve 

self-sufficiency in foodstuffs. Italy’s propaganda-hyped ‘battle of wheat’ pushed up production by 

nearly two-thirds, but at the cost of greatly reducing production of vital export crops. But neither 

economy was in any way ‘ruralised’, with the trend of movement of population away from the land 

and into the cities actually accelerating as war approached.  

In a devastating undermining of the totalitarian identity with Stalinist communism models, 

private property in industry was by and large the norm of the Third Reich. And from their recent 

researches this has lead two German researchers to claim that German firms, despite rationing and 

licensing activities by the Nazi state, had ample abilities to devise their own production and 

investment patterns. Even in war-related projects freedom of contract was often respected and, 

instead of using force, the Nazi state offered firms a bundle of contract options to choose from as an 

incentive. There were several motives behind this attitude of the regime, among them the conviction 

that private property provided important incentives for increasing efficiency.  

..... “planning” had indeed a very different meaning in the Nazi state from that in the 
Soviet Union. ..... The greatest difference to a centrally planned economy, however, was 
the role private ownership of firms had to play in the economy - in practice as well as in 
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theory. The ideal Nazi economy would liberate the creativeness of a multitude of private 
entrepreneurs in a dominantly competitive framework gently directed by the state to 
achieve the highest welfare of the Germanic people. But this "directed market 
economy", as it was called, had not yet been perfected because of the exigencies of war. 
Therefore a way to characterize the actual German economy of the Third Reich more 
realistically would probably have been "state-directed private ownership economy" 
instead of using the term “market”.55  
 

Otto Ohlendorf, a high-ranking SS officer, and high in the Reich Economics Ministry in 1943, 

attacked Speer's quasi cartel war economy for undermining small and medium firms. In his opinion, 

the aim of National Socialist economic policy should be: “to restrict as little as possible the creative 

activities of the individual. [...] Private property is the natural precondition to the development of 

personality. Only private property is able to further the continuous attachment to a certain work..”56 

Evidence of this attitude can also be found in the reprivatization of enterprises whenever necessary, 

as Buchheim and Schemer observe:  

“Available sources make perfectly clear that the Nazi regime did not want at all a 
German economy with public ownership of many or all enterprises: Therefore it 
generally had no intention whatsoever to nationalize private or to create state firms. On 
the contrary the reprivatization of enterprises was furthered wherever possible: In the 
prewar period that was the case for example with the big German banks which had to be 
saved during the banking crisis of 1931 by the injection of large sums of public funds: In 
1936/37 the capital of the Deutsche Bank, Commerzbank and Dresdner Bank in the 
possession of the German Reich was sold to private shareholders and consequently the 
state representatives withdrew from the board of these banks. Also in 1936 the Reich 
sold its shares of Vereinigte Stahlerke. The war did not change anything with regard to 
this attitude: In 1940 the Genshagen airplane engine plant operated by Daimler-Benz 
was privatized; Daimler-Benz bought the majority of shares held by the Reich earlier 
than it wished to.”57 

 

The Third Phase –Autarkic War Economies. 

 

During phase two of their development the deep structures of the two fascist economies were 

created partly in an ad hoc and defensive manner – as much reacting to external events as controlling 

them – and certainly not according to the doctrinal blueprint espoused by fascist leaders and 

ideologues. Initially they were constructed in response to the effects of the depression, and to 

reassure existing elites that fascism was not root-and-branch radicalism in the economic field, but 

also to achieve national independence and much needed growth and employment promised in their 

                                                           
55: Christoph Buchheim and Jonas Schemer ‘The Role of Private Property in the Nazi Economy: The Case 
of Industry’, University of Mannheim, Germany. (2004) p. 23. Unpublished paper available at: 
http://emlab.berkeley.edu/users/webfac/cromer/e211_F04/buchheim.pdf 
56 Buchheim & Schemer, 2004, op cit, pp. 20-21 
57 Ibid. p. 17. Also Neil Gregor, Daimler-Benz in the Third Reich (New Haven and London, 1998) 
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rise to power. And in both cases there were considerable elements of autarkic intention behind the 

macro economic policies adopted.  

Only in the third and final period, and especially in Nazi Germany, when the regime initiated 

an all-out armaments drive, could any overall ‘plan’ be noted. But even here there was a sharp 

contradiction between the political and the economic aims, reflected in the lack of top-level 

co-ordination in the centrally controlled economy and the urgent autarkic need for direct ownership 

as well as control. The political motivations which underlay the entire reshaping of the economies 

proved contradictory to the continued expansion of both economies. For the political aim was 

imperialist expansion by aggression, while the economies of the fascist countries were geared to 

rearmament, but not sufficiently rapidly to total war. Even the Nazi state still required around 40 per 

cent of its raw materials importing in 1939.  

Ian Kershaw, the acknowledged authoritative voice of liberal Nazi historical studies, suggests 

that it is best to view the underpinnings of the political economy of Third Reich as an alliance of 

power-cartels comprised of the army, big business, the Nazis, and from 1936 an increasingly 

powerful SS/police state bloc. But although the Nazi/SS/SD bloc enhanced its position in this cartel 

during the late 1930s, policy remained at least partially linked to the broad interests of sections of big 

capital. With regard to the primacy of politics model embodied in the full scale genocide after 1941 

Kershaw, while admitting that this did contradict the aims of big business, argues that it was also the 

consequence of the broader policies of war and brutal conquest which were framed partly in their 

interests. He also encapsulates the relative bureaucratic anarchy of the Nazi regime in terms of his 

model of ‘working towards the Fuhrer’, in which lower level officials could win personal power 

struggles with senior rivals by authoritatively claiming to have properly interpreted the Fuhrer’s 

wishes in their proposals. Thus “initiatives were taken, pressure created, legislation instigated . . . 

without the dictator necessarily having to dictate” and Hitler directed one of the most repressive 

regimes in history through an invisible mechanism.58 The Nazi system was also infused with costly 

neo-Darwinian competitions across deliberately constructed overlapping competencies between 

organisations operating in the same administrative area.59  

                                                          

It is clear that by 1939 the overall range of measures, as well as certain specific types of state 

intervention, had created two ‘exceptional’ capitalist states in Italy and Germany. But the much 

 
58 I. Kershaw: Hitler: Nemesis1936-1945, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 2001 Kershaw’s thesis also explains 
why there is no solid evidence or paper-trail linking Hitler to the Holocaust.  
59 Otto Dietrich, Twelve Years with Hitler, Berlin, 1955. (Deitrich was Hitler’s press Secretary.) 
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hyped dynamism and seeming economic prosperity of both states was largely an illusion, since their 

economies had been distorted and deformed by the deliberate emphasis on rearmament, and its 

necessary complement, autarchy. Woolf’s summation of this appears accurate:  

 
“....if one adopts so broad a categorization, it is essential to note the intermediary 
nature of the fascist economic system as one stage (though not, of course, the only 
possible stage) of capitalist development. For in no full sense was the fascist 
economy a ‘planned’ economy - a further distinction from the Russian economy. It 
was a closed, centrally controlled economy, which could be regarded as effectively 
planning investment, production and wages and less effectively distribution and 
prices. Where it failed most significantly was in manpower planning.” (Emphasis 
mine DB] 
 
After that point the war economies of the two regimes was mirrored to some extent by those of 

the Allies, as they too were forced to take direct command and control of their capitalist economies 

to prosecute and win the war. But even then the Nazi economy remained exceptional, underpinned 

by the genocidal SS state under the guidance of Hitler’s suicidal ‘primacy of politics’ directives.  In 

the death throws of the Nazi regime Richard Grunberger aptly describes the attitude of German big 

business as that of: “A conductor of a runaway bus who has no control over the actions of the driver 

but keeps collecting the passengers’ fares right up until the final crash.”60 Ultimately, this was a just 

reward for their complicity in the Nazi genocidal slave state. 

 

One Fascist Political Economy – Or Several? 

 

It is seems apparent that any investigation seeking to uncover a reliable ‘political economy of 

fascism’ must accept  that there will be no single form of ‘fascism,’ if by that we mean a single 

unified ideology, or body of ideas – even within its Nazi variant - and therefore no single political 

economy of fascism. Fascists differ as much as do Communists, socialists, or for that matter 

conservatives and liberals, on matters of the principles upon which they base their ideals and 

activism. Giovanni Gentile, the ‘philosopher’ of Italian Fascism, acknowledged that fascism 

contained a wide spread of  beliefs and motivations and openly acknowledged that some fascists 

were willing to violate his personal ethical code of fascism in pursuit of personal gain.61 And  this 

implies that some forms of ‘fascism’ may contain a distinctive and highly developed political 

economy, while others may contain hardly any political economy elements within them at all.   

 

                                                           
60 Richard Grunberger A Social History of the Third Reich, 1974, pp. 258-9 
61 E. Gentile: Fascismo e cultura, (Milan: Treves, 1928), pp54-55. 
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The ‘Contingent Matrix’ of Fascist Political Economies. 

One way to begin to capture the complex interrelationship between ideals and practice by 

employing the term ‘contingent matrix’ or ‘matrix of contingency’ which allows the disputed and 

core economic ideology of generic fascism, both in its doctrinal and it practical policy 

manifestations, to be better understood and interpreted. This hypothesis predicts that any 

commitment to fascist macro economic doctrines will either fade to insignificance, or come into 

prominence, contingent upon which fascist, or party tendency, or faction, is studied and against 

which national/cultural settings, or historical period, this is set. In short, just as not all fascists 

believed in biological racism, or that the ends justify employing any means, not all fascists believed 

in the importance of a strict adherence to a specifically ‘fascist’ political economy, or agreed on the 

exact components of a fascist political economy.  

Hitler provides an excellent a case in point. Although clearly one of the most fanatical fascists, 

he was largely innocent of economics and did not base his beliefs on this aspect of Nazi thinking. 

This was both by inclination and background – he was an artist by inclination, and he emerged 

through the rabble-rousing street politics and smoke filled Munich Beer Halls, rather than the law 

and economics faculty of a university.  

In October 1935 Price Commissioner Goerdeler sent Hitler a highly critical analysis of 

Germany's current economic position, explaining that drastic remedial market related action should 

be taken But Goerdeler was ignored and later dismissed. Instead, Germany reoccupied the 

Rhineland, to widespread popular acclaim, and Goring unveiled the Four Year Plan, putting the 

economy firmly on a war footing. Hitler knew nothing and cared less that the economic policies the 

Nazi state had pursued for the past three years has created the acute crisis of food production. For 

Hitler, this simply confirmed his preconceptions of the primacy of politics. In the secret 

memorandum on which Goring’s Four Year Plan was eventually launched, Hitler wrote:  

 
“1. We are overpopulated and our country does not yield the food we need..... 5. It is, 
however, of no importance to state these facts again and again, that is, to state that we 
need food or raw materials; what is decisive is to take these measures which can 
bring a final solution for the future and a temporary easing-up of conditions during 
the transition period. 6. The definitive solution lies in an extension of our living 
space, that is, an extension of the raw materials and food basis of our nation. It is the 
task of the political leadership to solve this question at some future time...... Above 
all, it is not the task of the governmental economic institutions to rack their brains 
over production methods. This matter does not concern the Ministry of Economics at 
all. Either we have a private economy today, then it is its task to rack its brains about 
production methods, or we believe that the determination of the production methods 
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is the task of the government; then we do not need the private economy any 
longer.”62  

 

And again in a speech of 1937: 

A lot is talked about the question of a private enterprise economy or a corporative 
economy, a socialised economy or a private property economy. The decisive factor is 
not the theory but the performance of the economy….It is in the nation’s interests for 
its economy to be run only by able people and not by civil servants… I place orders. 
Who completes them I regard as irrelevant.63  
 

These represent extraordinary sentiments, since Hitler appeared completely unconcerned as to 

whether the Nazi economy was entirely private and only state directed, or entirely publicly owned 

and controlled, as long as it delivered the military hardware and kept the German industrial machine 

turning over. For him the political ends justified any economic means that proved best able to deliver 

these ends.  

To take an opposite case, drawn from British fascism, as the ardent fascist leader the Sir 

Oswald Mosley was as obsessed with the ‘economics of plenty’ just as he had been when a senior 

member of both the Conservative and Labour parties. In past research I contrasted the cultural 

idealist fascism of A.K. Chesterton, Mosley’s chief of publicity and propaganda, and later leader of 

the National Front, with that of Mosley.64 Mosley's highly developed fascist political economy was 

based largely on rational thought rather than emotion, and this marked an unbridgeable gap between 

the two men's fascist ideals.  What Skidelsky characterised as Mosley’s  “cold, rational, logical” cast 

of mind,65 coupled with an  acceptance of certain tenets of “materialist” philosophy, led Mosley to 

become an "authoritarian modernizer" and pioneer Keynesian interventionist. In 1925 he published 

Revolution by Reason, which cut through the current financial orthodoxy and proposed the raising of 

living standards through consumer credits, and stimulating purchasing power in order to match the 

power of industry to produce. 

Throughout his meteoric career in mainstream British politics Mosley was above all concerned 

with the degraded material circumstances of most of his fellow Britons, and his ultimate decision to 

form the British Union of fascists (BUF) in 1932 rested largely upon his despair at the economic 
                                                           
62 NUERNBERG MILITARY TRIBUNAL Volume VII · Page 789/80 
http://www.mazal.org/archive/nmt/07/NMT07-T0787.htm  See also I Kershaw: Hitler, 1889-1936: Hubris. 
Penguin, 1999 Goering was a significant choice since he was equally innocent of economic theory – but 
also equally familiar with war.   
63 A. Hitler: Speech to building workers, May, 21st 1937. 
64 D. Baker, Ideology of Obsession: A.K. Chesterton and British Fascism, I. B. Tauris, London, 1996.  
65 Robert Skidelsky, Oswald Mosley, Macmillan, 1979.  p. 137. See also Daniel Ritschel:  "The Political 
Economy of British Fascism: The Genesis of Sir Oswald Mosley's 'Modern Alternative'" (McGill 
University [Canada] MA, 1981) Mosley provided his fascist movement with a comprehensive economic 
reform programme in his manifesto, The Greater Britain. (London, BUF) 1932. 
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inertia and lack of vision of conventional liberal inter-war politics when faced with depression and 

long term mass unemployment.  As such Mosley was essentially an intellectual and technocratic 

fascist, concerned to seek and apply ‘rational’ solutions to pressing economic and social problems 

via authoritarian means having lost his faith in liberal democracy during the depression years.  

Consequently, he tended to place less emphasis on the 'spiritual' and irrational appeal of the Fascist 

creed and his vision of the fascist utopia ended with the technocrat in control of the planned 

‘statistical state’.66 In many ways Mosley and one of his most intellectual supporters Raven 

Thompson67 fitted into the Italian tradition of Futurism – a belief in modernity and the technological 

prowess of a new and modern managerial elite which produced Mussolini’s Minister of Corporations 

Giuseppe Bottai.68 

 

Myth or Reality: or Myth and Reality? Some Conclusions. 
 
“No comparative study exists of fascist economic systems. Nor is this surprising. For one can 
legitimately doubt whether it is appropriate to use so distinctive a term as ‘system’ when 
discussing fascist economics. ...... Nor, in the economic field, could fascism lay claim to any 
serious theoretical basis or to any outstanding economic theoreticians. Were fascist 
economics.....anything more than a series of improvisations, of responses to particular and 
immediate problems? Were not the economic actions of any single fascist regime (such as in Italy 
or Spain) so contradictory as to make it difficult to speak of a coherent and consistent economic 
policy in one country, let alone of a more general system.” [S. J. Woolf: ‘Did a fascist economic 
system exist ? in Woolf  (ed) The Nature of Fascism, Random House, NY, 1968, p. 119.] 

 

It is almost forty years since Professor Woolf made these observations and yet for many 

scholars they still stand. As an example a search for the term ‘political economy’ an entry in the 

index of almost any serious work on fascism is a pretty fruitless exercise. And there is still no major 

comparative work dealing specifically with this question. But in light of the foregoing analysis and 

evidence, the following observations/propositions can perhaps be made in answer to Woolf’s 

questions, with some degree of confidence.  

In theory (and often in practice) fascist political economy was not, it appears, intended to 

favour monopoly capitalists interests, since it was deeply anti-materialist, anti-individualistic and 

favoured national forms of capitalism over international forms, and dangerously downgraded the 

                                                           
66 Another classic example is provided by Alexander Raven Thompson. See : Alexander Raven Thompson 
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consumer and export industries and international financial systems which constituted the most 

dynamic part of inter-war capitalism. Much of the recent empirical evidence suggests that 

relationship between fascists and major capital interests often remained suspicious and highly 

ambivalent, both during the rise to power and under the regimes themselves.  

Individual sectors of capitalism were ‘winners’ in the short to medium term (discounting 

their loss of control over which goods and services to produce and the moral turpitude of allying 

with fascists) but in the long term the competitiveness of both fascist inspired systems was in 

decline with deep fiscal and production crises looming. In theory and practice fascist political 

economy was broadly favourable towards controlled forms of capitalism, in Buchheim and 

Schemer’s terms a “state-directed private ownership economy” 69 rather than state ownership of 

the means of production, distribution and exchange, elements which were incorporated piecemeal 

when the market would, or could not, intervene. In Karl Hardach’s model this system aimed to: 

“combin[e] so-called responsible economic self-administration with comprehensive guidance by 

the state”.70 In his major study of the nazi economy Barkai claimed that in fact the Nazis assumed 

power: 

 
“they were not altogether unprepared with regard to an overall economic philosophy; 
they had even adopted proposals for immediate economic measures in order to relieve 
unemployment. The decisive element was the fact that they succeeded in realising these 
proposals on a scale that extended all forecasts. .......What generated this success is to 
be found in the political as well as in the ideological-propagandistic sphere.....what 
made the Nazis' employment policy feasible and successful, was more than a 
convenient accident or the result of pragmatic intuition, and that their success also 
arose from their ability to integrate new concepts in economic theory with their notion 
of the state's role in society and the economy. The Nazis succeeded where their 
predecessors had failed because they were able to secure absolute political power and 
they were given sufficient time.71 
 

As it moved towards war an increasing autarkic political economy deformed both Italian and 

German capitalism into closed, centrally controlled economies, increasingly dependent upon state 

contracts and war production (exceptional capitalist states), which could not have continued 

operating in the developing world economy. But this was not autarky alone, although the 

“military-economic complex” did form an increasingly important element of both forms of fascist 
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political economy and dominated their foreign affairs programmes72. Sarti captures the deforming 

nature of autarkic policies on the Italian fascist state: 

 

‘Italian Fascism was orientated towards autarchy by international developments that 
no single nation could control. But fascist fondness for total solutions, and the 
emotional reaction to the economic sanctions imposed by the league of nations 
during the Ethiopian war, transformed what might have been simple economic 
adjustments into a crusade for political independence[in international affairs]. The 
economically wasteful diversification of production stimulated by the pursuit of 
autarchy increased the interdependence between different sectors of the economy and 
between various geographical regions..[Thus E]conomic and social stability was 
achieved at the expense of mobility and dynamism....  The façade was totalitarian; the 
reality atomistic.’73 
 

In fact, an ‘open’ system of compulsory sectoral organization and government control of 

industry, was genuinely proclaimed by leading fascists as a method of eliminating of the opposed 

interests of capital and labour in deliberate contrast to the class concepts of capitalism and 

communism, since the system controlled and integrated both workers and capitalists. These 

classical forms of fascisms were ultimately centred on a belief in achieving a utopian “synthesis” 

in the social-economic realms, combining free-enterprise with state control, and elitism with 

egalitarianism. In short, there existed a genuine wish, as Eatwell argues, to go beyond both 

capitalism and socialism, and to produce a macro economic “third way”. And such beliefs went 

beyond any necessary to develop a simple autarkic “siege-economy”. Edward Tannenbaum 

summed this up when he wrote of the Italian Fascist leadership:  

 

‘Balbo and Farinacci, Rossini, and Lanzillo hated the existing [liberal capitalist] 
political, social, and cultural orders, whose leaders looked down on them as low-
class rabble-rousers and  who were only interested in using them in order to quell 
those revolutionaries who wanted to destroy the economic order as well... Their 
goal was not counterrevolution but another revolution.......’74 
 

Another lesson to be drawn from this analysis is that clearly no single form of fascist political 

economy existed. Early ‘left wing’ fascism was genuinely anti-materialist and sought the overthrow 

of big capitalism and landlordism as much as it did Bolshevism. Others believed in the state and 

corporatism as the answer to class conflict, while some, including Balbo in Italy and Mosley in 

                                                           
72 For an excellent analysis of Nazism as an autarkic phenomenon in foreign policy terms see W. M. Carr: 
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74 Tannenbaum op cit (1969) p1204. 
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Britain, were authoritarian modernisers, seeking to abolish capitalist depressions and improve the 

material (and thereby the spiritual) health of their unified nations through a new elite of managers 

and technocrats.   

 But the most problematic group in terms of establishing a genuine political economy 

perspective are the ‘right wing’ racial fascists, who sought to synthesize  the state and civil society 

into a single military entity and forge a powerful war economy as an ‘instrument of steel’ for 

conquest, in order to achieve pure-race national unification and to gain greater living space for the 

chosen peoples. In its extreme Hitlerien / SS state manifestation, it evolved into a system promoting 

genocidal war intended to purge the earth of ‘Jewry’ operating, therefore, under a largely ‘primacy of 

politics’ impulse.75 As such, in its final stages Hitlerien Nazism was an entirely non-materialist 

phenomenon, lacking any meaningful form of political economy which was reduced to a propaganda 

myth fostered to further, ‘higher’, and sinister manichean ideological ends. The problem in dealing 

with this phenomenon is that it cannot be analysed from within the traditional cannons of the history 

of economic thought, except as an exceptionalist epiphenomena which emerged under the extreme 

conditions of unexpected defeat and political and economic collapse as experienced in post World 

War One Germany.  

The scholar who has consistently shown the most interest in the importance of the existence of 

an authentic fascist political economy is Roger Eatwell, who published an important definition of 

generic fascism in the early nineteen nineties.76 For Eatwell, it is fascism’s ‘syncretism’ which 

chiefly explains the success of Italian and German fascism: since these fascisms syncretically sought 

to draw on what is seen as the best of capitalism (the naturalness of private property, its dynamism) 

and socialism (its concern for the community and welfare). Far from being irrational, therefore, 

fascism sees such principles as being based on a scientific understanding of human nature. 

 

‘One of the great strengths of fascism was its syncretic ideology’s ability to be 
interpreted differently by different groups: it could appeal to those who sought some 
form of collective rebirth and to those whose concerns were essentially individualistic… 
Put simply, fascism succeeded where it achieved syncretic legitimation, the ability to 

                                                           
75 In Italy the Military / SS / secret Police state was less significant in the drive to autarky than the 
Industrialists, who promoted autarkic politics after 1935 because by then protectionism had driven the 
relatively weak Italian production system inwards upon itself and to turn back was now impossible. The 
high number of agricultural-Industrial cartels formed after 1935 was due their growing protectionist 
identity of interests. See R. Sarti: Fascism and the Industrial leadership in Italy 1919-1940: A Study of the 
Expansion of Private Power under Fascism, UCLA press, (1971), pp104-112. 
76 See R. Eatwell: ‘On defining the fascist minimum: the centrality of ideology’, Journal of Political 
Ideologies 1,3, (October 1996).   
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appeal to affective and more individualistic voters, and to convince at least a section of 
the mainstream elites that it could serve their purpose better than existing parties.’77  
 

There seems little doubt that the ideal which Eatwell refers to as a ‘holistic third way’ 

intending to escape the twin ‘evils’ of individualistic liberalism and materialistic communism, was a 

major binding element of most forms of fascist political economy, but the difficulty is that it was 

seldom expressed in the recognisable form and was deformed in practice by encircling economic 

realities, ‘necessary’ political accommodations and the clamour of the war-obsessed factions pushing 

for simple autarky and genocidal conquest.  

 

 

 

                                                           
77 R. Eatwell: Fascism: A History, 1996, p. xxi. 
 

 34


	POLITICAL ECONOMY RESEARCH CENTRE

