Part 28: Totalitarianism

28.2

Benito Mussolini: from The Political and Social Doctrine of Fascism

Benito Mussolini (1883–1945) was the founder of the Italian fascist movement. In 1922 Mussolini succeeded in intimidating King Victor Emmanuel III into handing power over to him and his followers. Fascist Italy and Germany cemented a formal alliance in 1939.
Source: Benito Mussolini, “The Political and Social Doctrine of Fascism,” International Conciliation, 306
(January 1935), pp. 5–17, passim. Reprinted by permission of the Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace.

The years which preceded the March to Rome were years of great difficulty, during which the necessity for action did not
permit of research or any complete elaboration of doctrine. The battle had to be fought in the towns and villages. There was
much discussion, but—what was more important and more sacred—men died. They knew how to die. Doctrine, beautifully
defined and carefully elucidated, with headlines and paragraphs might be lacking; but there was to take its place something
more decisive—Faith. Even so, anyone who can recall the events of the time through the aid of books, articles, votes of
congresses, and speeches of great and minor importance—anyone who knows how to research and weigh evidence—will
find that the fundamentals of doctrine were cast during the years of conflict. It was precisely in those years that Fascist
thought armed itself, was refined, and began the great task of organization. The problem of the relation between the individual citizen and the State; the allied problems of authority and liberty; political and social problems as well as those
specifically national—a solution was being sought for all these while at the same time the struggle against Liberalism,
Democracy, Socialism, and the Masonic bodies was being carried on, contemporaneously with the “punitive expedition.”
But, since there was inevitably some lack of system, the adversaries of Fascism have disingenuously denied that it had any
capacity to produce a doctrine of its own, though that doctrine was growing and taking shape under their very eyes, even
though tumultuously; first, as happens to all ideas in their beginnings, in the aspect of a violent and dogmatic negation, and
then in the aspect of positive construction which has found its realization in the laws and institutions of the regime as
enacted successively in the years 1926, 1927 and 1928.
Fascism is now a completely individual thing, not only as a regime, but as a doctrine. And this means that today
Fascism, exercising its critical sense upon itself and upon others, has formed its own distinct and peculiar point of view,
to which it can refer and upon which, therefore, it can act in the face of all problems, practical or intellectual, which confront the world.
And above all, Fascism, the more it considers and observes the future and the development of humanity quite apart
from political considerations of the moment, believes neither in the possibility nor the utility of perpetual peace. It thus
repudiates the doctrine of Pacifism—born of a renunciation of the struggle and an act of cowardice in the face of sacrifice.
War alone brings up to its highest tension all human energy and puts the stamp of nobility upon the peoples who have the
courage to meet it. All other trials are substitutes, which never really put men into the position where they have to make
the great decision—the alternative of life or death. Thus a doctrine which is founded upon this harmful postulate of peace
is hostile to Fascism. And thus hostile to the spirit of Fascism, though accepted for what use they can be in dealing with
particular political situations, are all the international leagues and societies which, as history will show, can be scattered to
the winds when once strong national feeling is aroused by any motive—sentimental, ideal, or practical. This anti-pacifist
spirit is carried by Fascism even into the life of the individual; the proud motto of the Squadrista, “Me ne frego” (I do not
fear), written on the bandage of the wound, is an act of philosophy not only stoic, the summary of a doctrine not only political—it is the education to combat, the acceptance of the risks which combat implies, and a new way of life for Italy. Thus
the Fascist accepts life and loves it, knowing nothing of and despising suicide: he rather conceives of life as duty and struggle and conquest, life which should be high and full, lived for oneself, but above all for others—those who are at hand and
those who are far distant, contemporaries, and those who will come after.
This “demographic” policy of the regime is the result of the above premise. Thus the Fascist loves in actual fact
his neighbor, but this “neighbor” is not merely a vague and undefined concept, this love for one’s neighbor puts no obstacle in the way of necessary educational severity, and still less to differentiation of status and to physical distance. Fascism
repudiates any universal embrace, and in order to live worthily in the community of civilized peoples watches its contemporaries with vigilant eyes, takes good note of their state of mind and, in the changing trend of their interests, does not
allow itself to be deceived by temporary and fallacious appearances.
Such a conception of life makes Fascism the complete opposite of that doctrine, the base of the so-called scientific and Marxian Socialism, the materialist conception of history; according to which the history of human civilization can
be explained simply through the conflict of interests among the various social groups and by the change and development
in the means and instruments of production. That the changes in the economic field—new discoveries of raw materials, new
methods of working them, and the inventions of science—have their importance no one can deny; but that these factors are
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sufficient to explain the history of humanity excluding all others is an absurd delusion. 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 the economic conceptions of history be denied, according to which theory 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. And
above all Fascism denies that class war can be the preponderant force in the transformation of society. These two fundamental concepts of Socialism being thus refuted, nothing is left of it but the sentimental aspiration—as old as humanity
itself—towards a social convention in which the sorrows and sufferings of the humblest shall be alleviated. But here again
Fascism repudiates the conception of “economic” happiness, to be realized by Socialism and, as it were, at a given moment
in economic evolution to assure to everyone the maximum of well-being. 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.
After Socialism, Fascism combats the whole complex system of democratic ideology, and repudiates it, whether
in its theoretical premises or in its practical application. Fascism denies that the majority, by the simple fact that it is a
majority, can direct human society; it denies that numbers alone can govern by means of a periodical consultation, and it
affirms the immutable, beneficial, and fruitful inequality of mankind, which can never be permanently leveled through the
mere operation of a mechanical process such as universal suffrage. The democratic regime may be defined as from time
to time giving the people the illusion of sovereignty, while the real effective sovereignty lies in the hands of other concealed
and irresponsible forces. Democracy is a regime nominally without a king, but it is ruled by many kings—more absolute,
tyrannical, and ruinous than one sole king, even though a tyrant. This explains why Fascism, having first in 1922 (for reasons of expediency) assumed an attitude tending towards republicanism, renounced this point of view before the March to
Rome; being convinced that the question of political form is not today of prime importance, and after having studied the
examples of monarchies and republics past and present reached the conclusion that monarchy or republicanism are not to
be judged, as it were, by an absolute standard; but that they represent forms in which the evolution—political, historical,
traditional, or psychological—of a particular country has expressed itself.
Questions:
1. How did Mussolini view democracy, socialism, and pacifism?
2. Why would Mussolini’s passionate embrace of heroism and violence appeal to so many Italians
(and others) in the 1920s?
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