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II 

      [Part 2 of a three-part esssay]





I T I S against the background of these experiences that 
I propose to raise the question of violence in the political 
realm. This is not easy; what Sorel remarked sixty years 
ago, "The problems of violence still remain very ob
scure," 111 is as true today as it was then. I mentioned the 
general reluctance to deal with violence as a phenomenon 
in its own right, and I must now qualify this statement. If 
we turn to discussions of the phenomenon of power, we 
soon find that there exists a consensus among political 
theorists from Left to Right to the effect that violence is 
nothing more than the most flagrant manifestation of 
power. "All politics is a struggle for power; the ultimate 
kind of power is violence," said C. Wright Mills, echoing, 
as it were, Max Weber's definition of the state as "the rule 
of men over men based on the means of legitimate, that is 
allegedly legitimate, violence." 112 The consensus is very 

11 Georges Sorel, Reflections on Violence, "Introduction to the First 
Publication" (1 906), New York, 1 96 1 , p. 6o. 

111 The Power Elite, New York, 1 956, p. 1 7 1 ;  Max Weber in the first 
paragraphs of Politics as a Vocation ( 1 92 1) .  Weber seems to have 
been aware of his agreement. with the Left. He quotes in the context 
Trotsky's remark in Brest-Litovsk, "Every state is based on violence," 
and adds, "This is indeed true." 
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strange; for to equate political power with "the organiza
tion of violence" makes sense only if one follows Marx's 
estimate of the state as an instrument of oppression in the 
hands of the ruling class. Let us therefore turn to authors 
who do not believe that the body politic and its laws and 
institutions are merely coercive superstructures, secondary 
manifestations of some underlying forces. Let us turn, for 
instance, to Bertrand de Jouvenel, whose book Power is 
perhaps the most prestigious and, anyway, the most inter
esting recent treatise on the subject. "To him," he writes, 
"who contemplates the unfolding of the ages war presents 
itself as an activity of States which pertains to their es
sence." 113 This may prompt us to ask whether the end of 
warfare, then, would mean the end of states. Would the 
disappearance of violence in relationships between states 
spell the end of power? 

The answer, it seems, will depend on what we under
stand by power. And power, it turns out, is an instrument 
of rule, while rule, we are told, owes its existence to "the 
instinct of domination." 54 We are immediately reminded 
of what Sartre said about violence when we read in 
.J ouvenel that "a man feels himself more of a man when he 
is imposing himself and making others the instruments of 
his will ,"  which gives him "incomparable pleasure. " 1111 

"Power," said Voltaire, "consists in making others act as I 
choose" ;  it is present wherever I have the chance "to as
sert my own will against the resistance" of others, said Max 
Weber, reminding us of Clausewitz's definition of war as 
"an act of violence to compel the opponent to do as we 
wish." The word, we are told by Strausz-Hupe, signifies 

53 Power: The Natural  History of Its Growth ( 1 945) , London, 1 952 , 
p. 1 22 .  

5 4  Ib idem, p. 93· 

55 Ib idem, p. 1 1 0. 
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"the power of man over man." 56 To go back to Jouvenel : 

"To command and to be obeyed : without that, there is no 
Power-with it no other attribute is needed for i t  to be . . . .  
The thing without which it cannot be: that essence is com
mand." 117 If the essence of power is the effectiveness of 
command, then there is no greater power than that which 
grows out of the barrel of a gun, and it would be diffi
cult to say in "which way the order given by a policeman 
is different from that given by a gunman." (I am quoting 
from the important book The Notion of the State, by 
Alexander Passerin d'Entreves, the only author I know 
who is aware of the importance of distinguishing between 
violence and power. "We have to decide whether and in 
what sense 'power' can be distinguished from 'force', to as
certain how the fact of using force according to law 
changes the quality of force itself and presents us with an 
entirely different picture of human relations," since 
"force, by the very fact of being qualified, ceases to be 
force."  But even this distinction, by far the most sophis
ticated and thoughtful one in the literature, does not go 

58 See Karl von Clausewitz, On War ( 1 832), New York, 1 943, ch. 1 ;  
Robert Strausz-Hupe, Power and Community, New York, 1 956, p. 4; 
the quotation from Max Weber: "Macht bedeutet jede Chance, 
innerhalb einer sozialen Beziehung den eigenen Willen auch gegen 
Widerstand durchzusetzen," is drawn from Strausz-Hupe. 

sr I chose my examples at random, since i t  hardly matters to which 
author one turns. It  is only occasionally that one hears a dissenting 
voice. Thus R. M. Mciver states, "Coercive power is a criterion of 
the state, but not its essence . . . .  It  is true that there is no state, 
where there is no overwhelming force . . . .  But the exercise of force 
does not make a state." (In The Modern Sta te, London, 1 926, pp. 
222-225.) How strong the force of this tradition is can be seen in 
Rousseau's attempt to escape it. Looking for a government of no
rule, he finds nothing better than "une forme d'association . . .  par 
laquelle chacun s'unissant  cl. tous n'obeisse pourtant  q u'cl. lui-meme." 
The emphasis on obedience, and hence on command, is unchanged. 
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to the root of the matter. Power in Passerin d 'Entreves's 
understanding is "qualified" or "institutionalized force. "  
In  other words, while the authors quoted above define 
violence as the most flagrant manifestation of power, 
Passerin d'Entreves defines power as a kind of mitigated 
violence. In the final analysis, it comes to the same.) 58 
Should everybody from Right to Left, from Bertrand de 
Jouvenel to Mao Tse-tung agree on so basic a point in 
political philosophy as the nature of power? 

In terms of our traditions of pol i tical thought, these defi
nitions have much to recommend them. Not only do they 
derive from the old notion of absolute power that ac
companied the rise of the sovereign European nation-state, 
whose earliest and still greatest spokesmen were Jean 
Bodin, in sixteenth-century France, and Thomas Hobbes, 
in seventeenth-century England; they also coincide with 
the terms used since Greek antiquity to define the forms 
of government as the rule of man over man-of one or the 
few in monarchy and oligarchy, of the best or the many 
in aristocracy and democracy. Today we ought to add the 
latest and perhaps most formidable form of such domin

ion: bureaucracy or the rule of an intricate system of 
bureaus in which no men, neither one nor the best, neither 
the few nor the many, can be held responsible, and which 
could be properly called rule by Nobody. (If, in accord 
with traditional political thought, we identify tyranny as 
government that is not held to give account of itself, rule 
by Nobody is clearly the most tyrannical of all, since there 
is no one left who could even be asked to answer for what 

58 The Notion of the State, An Introduction to Politica l Theory was 
first published in Italian in 1 962 .  The English version is no mere 
translation ;  written by the author himself, it is the definitive edi tion 
and appeared in Oxford in 1 967 . For the quotations, see pp. 64, 70, 
and 105. 
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is being done. It is this state of affairs, making it impos
sible to localize responsibil ity and to identify the enemy, 
that is among the most potent causes of the current world
wide rebellious unrest, its chaotic nature, and its danger
ous tendency to get out of control and to run amuck.) 

Moreover, this ancient vocabulary was strangely con
firmed and fortified by the addition of the Hebrew
Christian tradition and its "imperative conception of law." 
This concept was not invented by the "political realists" 
but was, rather, the resul t of a much earlier, almost auto
matic generalization of God's "Commandments," accord
ing to which "the simple relation of command and obedi
ence" indeed sufficed to identify the essence of law.rse 

Finally, more modern scientific and philosophical convic
tions concerning man's nature have further strengthened 
these legal and political traditions. The many recent dis
coveries of an inborn instinct of domination and an innate 
aggressiveness in the human animal were preceded by 
very similar philosophic statements. According to John 
Stuart Mill, "the first lesson of civilization [is] that of 
obedience," and he speaks of "the two states of the in-
clinations . . .  one the desire to exercise power over others; 
the other . . .  disinclination to have power exercised over 
themselves." 60 If we would trust our own experiences in 
these matters, we should know that the instinct of sub
mission, an ardent desire to obey and be ruled by some 
strong man, is at least as prominent in human psychology 
as the will to power, and, politically, perhaps more rele
vant. The old adage "How fit he is to sway / That can so 
well obey," some version of which seems to have been 

IIB Jbidem, p. ug. 

ao Considerations on Representative Government (1 86 1), Liberal 
Arts Library, pp. 59 and 65. 
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known to all centuries and all nations,61 may point to a 
psychological truth:  namely, that the will to power and 
the will to submission are interconnected. "Ready sub
mission to tyranny," to use M ill once more, is by no means 
always caused by "extreme passiveness." Conversely, a 
strong disincl ination to obey is often accompanied by an 
equally strong disinclination to dominate and command. 
Historically speaking, the ancient institution of slave 
economy would be inexpl icable on the grounds of Mill's 
psychology. Its express purpose was to liberate citizens 
from the burden of household affairs and to permit them 
to enter the public l ife of the community, where all were 
equals; if it were true that nothing is sweeter than to give 
commands and to rule others, the master would never have 
left his household. 

However, there exists another tradition and another 
vocabulary no less old and time-honored. When the 
Athenian city-state called its constitution an isonomy, or 
the Romans spoke of the civitas as their form of govern
ment, they had in mind a concept of power and law whose 
essence did not rely on the command-obedience relationship 
and which did not identify power and rule or law and com
mand. It was to these examples that the men of the 
eighteenth-century revolutions turned when they ran
sacked the archives of antiquity and constituted a form of 
government, a republic, where the rule of law, resting on 
the power of the people ,  would put an end to the rule of 
man over man, which they thought was a "government fit 
for slaves." They too, unhappily, still talked about obedi
ence-obedience to laws instead of men ; but what they 
actually meant was support of the laws to which the 

6l John M. Wallace, Dest iny His Choice : The Loya lism of Andrew 
Marvell, Cambridge, 1 968,  pp.  88-�g.  I owe this reference to the kind 
attention of Gregory DesJardi ns. 
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citizenry had given its consent.62 Such support is never 
unquestioning, and as far as reliability is concerned it can
not match the indeed " unquestioning obedience" that an 
act of violence can exact-the obedience every criminal 
can count on when he snatches my pocketbook with the 
help of a knife or robs a bank with the help of a gun. 
It is the people's support that lends power to the institu
tions of a country, and this support is but the continuation 
of the consent that brought the laws into existence to 
begin with. Under conditions of representative govern
ment the people are supposed to rule those who govern 
them. All pol itical institutions are manifestations and 
materializations of power; they petrify and decay as soon 
as the l iving power of the people ceases to uphold them. 
This is what Madison meant when he said "all govern
ments rest on opinion," a word no less true for the various 
forms of monarchy than for democracies. ("To suppose that 
majority rule functions only in democracy is a fantastic 
illusion," as Jouvenel points out: "The king, who is but 
one solitary individual ,  stands far more in need of the 
general support of Society than any other form of govern
ment." 63 Even the tyrant, the One who rules against 
all, needs helpers in the business of violence, though their 
number may be rather restricted.) However, the strength 
of opinion, that is, the power of the government, depends 
on numbers; it is "in proportion to the number with 
which it is associated," 64 and tyranny, as Montesquieu 
discovered, is therefore the most violent and least power
ful of forms of government. Indeed one of the most 
obvious distinctions between power and violence is that 

82 See appendix XI, p. 97· 
8S op. cit., p. 9s. 
64 The Federalist. No. 49· 
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power always stands in need of numbers, whereas violence 
up to a point can manage without them because it relies 
on implements. A legally unrestricted majority rule, that 
is, a democracy without a constitution, can be very for
midable in the suppression of the rights of minorities and 
very effective in the suffocation of dissent without any use 
of violence. But that does not mean that violence and 
power are the same. 

The extreme form of power is All against One, the 
extreme form of violence is One against All .  And this 
latter is never possible without instruments. To claim, as 
is often done, that a tiny unarmed minority has success
fully, by means of violence-shouting, kicking up a row, 
et cetera-disrupted large lecture classes whose overwhelm
ing majority had voted for normal instruction procedures 
is therefore very misleading. (In a recent case at some 
German university there was even one lonely "dissenter" 
among several hundred students who could claim such a 

strange victory.) What actually happens in such cases is 
something much more serious : the majority clearly refuses 
to use its power and overpower the disrupters; the academic 
processes break down because no one is will ing to raise 
more than a voting finger for the status quo. What the 
universities are up against is the "immense negative unity" 
of which Stephen Spender speaks in another context. All 
of which proves only that a minority can have a much 
greater potential power than one would expect by count
ing noses in public-opinion polls. The merely onlooking 
majority, amused by the spectacle of a shouting match 
between student and professor, is in fact already the 
latent ally of the minority. (One need only imagine what 
would have happened had one or a few unarmed Jews in 
pre-Hitler Germany tried to disrupt the lecture of an 
anti-Semitic professor in order to understand the absurdity 
of the talk about the small "minorities of militants.") 

42 



It is, I think, a rather sad reflection on the present state 
of political science that our terminology does not distin
guish among such key words as "power," "strength," 
"force," "authority," and, finally, "violence"-all of which 
refer to distinct, different phenomena and would hardly 
exist unless they did. (In the words of d'Entreves, "might, 
power, authority : these are all words to whose exact im
plications no great weight is attached in current speech; 
even the greatest thinkers sometimes use them at random. 
Yet it is fair to presume that they refer to different 
properties, and their meaning should therefore be care
fully assessed and examined . . . .  The correct use of these 
words is a question not only of logical grammar, but of 
historical perspective .") 65 To use them as synonyms not 
only indicates a certain deafness to linguistic meanings, 
which would be serious enough, but it has also resulted in 
a kind of blindness to the realities they correspond to. In 
such a situation it is always tempting to introduce new 
definitions, but-though I shall briefly yield to tempta
tion-what is involved is not simply a matter of careless 
speech. Behind the apparent confusion is a firm convic
tion in whose light all distinctions would be, at best, of 
minor importance : the conviction that the most crucial 
political issue is, and always has been, the question of 
Who rules Whom? Power, strength, force, authority, 
violence-these are but words to indicate the means by 
which man rules over man; they are held to be synonyms 
because they have the same function. It is only after one 

85 Op. cit., p. 7· Cf. also p. 1 7 1 ,  where, discussing the exact meaning 
of the words "nation" and "nationality," he rightly insists that "the 
only competent guides in the jungle of so many different meanings 
are the linguists and the historians. It is to them that we must turn 
for help." And in distinguishing authority and power, he turns to 
Cicero's potestas in populo, auctorittJS in senatu. 
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ceases to reduce public affairs to the business of dominion 
that the oriO"inal data in the realm of human affairs will 0 
appear, or, rather, reappear, in their authentic diversity. 

These data, in our context, may be enumerated as 
follows : 

Power corresponds to the human ability not just to act 
but to act in concert. Power is never the property of an 
individual ; it belongs to a group and remains in existence 
only so long as the group keeps together. When we say 
of somebody that he is "in power" we actually refer to his 
being empowered by a certain number of people to act in 
their name. The moment the group, from which the 
power originated to begin with (potestas in populo, with
out a people or group there is no power) , disappears, "his 
power" also vanishes. In current usage, when we speak of 
a "powerful man" or a "powerful personality," we already 
use the word "power" metaphorically; what we refer to 
without metaphor is "strength." 

Strength unequivocally designates something in the 
singular, an individual entity; it is the property inherent 
in an object or person and belongs to its character, which 
may prove itself in relation to other things or persons, but 
is essentially independent of them. The strength of even 
the strongest individual can always be overpowered by the 
many, who often will combine for no other purpose than 
to ruin strength precisely because of its peculiar inde
pendence. The almost instinctive hostility of the many 
toward the one has always, from Plato to Nietzsche, been 
ascribed to resentment, to the envy of t:1e weak for the 
strong, but this psychological interpretation misses the 
point. It is in the nature of a group and its power to turn 
against independence, the property of individual strength. 

Force, which we often use in daily speech as a synonym 
for violence, especially if violence serves as a means of 
coercion, should be reserved, in terminological language, 
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for the "forces of nature" or the "force of circumstances" 

(la force des choses) , that is, to indicate the energy released 
by physical or social movements. 

A uthority, relating to the most elusive of these pheno
mena and therefore, as a term, most frequently abused,66 
can be vested in persons-there is such a thing as personal 
authority, as, for instance, in the relation between parent 
and child, between teacher and pupil-or it can be vested 
in offices, as, for instance, in the Roman senate (auctoritas 
in senatu) or in the hierarchical offices of the Church (a 

priest can grant val id absolution even though he is drunk) . 
Its hallmark is unquestioning recognition by those who are 
asked to obey; neither coercion nor persuasion is needed. 
(A father can lose his authority either by beating his child 
or by starting to argue with him, that is, either by behav
ing to him like a tyrant or by treating him as an equal .) 
To remain in authority requires respect for the person or 
the office. The greatest enemy of authority, therefore, is 
contempt, and the surest way to undermine it is laughter.67 

66 There is such a thing as authoritarian government, but it cer
tair ly has nothing in common with tyranny, dictatorship, or totali
tarian rule. For a discussion of the historical background and 
pol itical significance of the term, see my "What is Authority?" in 
Between Past and Future:  Exercises in Political Thought, New York, 
1 968, and Part I of Karl-Heinz Liibke's valuable study, Auctoritas bei 
Augustin, Stuttgart, 1 968, with extensive bibliography. 

87 Wolin and Schaar, in op. cit., are entirely right: "The rules are 
being broken because University authorities, administrators and 
faculty alike, have lost the respect of many of the students." They 
then conclude, "When authority leaves, power enters." This too is 
true, but, I am afraid, not quite in the sense they meant it. What 
entered first at Berkeley was student power, obviously the strongest 
power on every campus simply because of the students' superior 
numbers. It was in order to break this power that authorities re
sorted to violence, and it is precisely because the university is 
essentially an institution based on authority, and therefore in need 
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Violence, finally, as I have said, is distinguished by its 
instrumental character. Phenomenologically, it is close to 
strength, since the implements of violence, l ike all other 
tools, are designed and used for the purpose of multiply
ing natural strength until, in the last stage of their de
velopment, they can substitute for it. 

I t  is perhaps not superfluous to add that these distinc
tions, though by no means arbitrary, hardly ever cor
respond to watertight compartments in the real world, 
from which nevertheless they are drawn. Thus institution
alized power in organized communities often appears in 
the guise of authority, demanding instant, unquestioning 
recognition; no society could function without it. (A 
small ,  and still isolated, incident in New York shows what 
can happen if authentic authority in social relations has 
broken down to the point where it cannot work any 
longer even in its derivative, purely functional form. A 
minor mishap in the subway system-the doors on a train 
failed to operate-turned into a serious shutdown on the 
line lasting four hours and involving more than fifty 
thousand passengers, because when the transit authorities 
asked the passengers to leave the defective train, they 
simply refused.) 68 Moreover, nothing, as we shall see, is 

of respect, that it finds it so difficult to deal with power in nonvio
lent terms. The university today calls upon the police for protection 
exactly as the Catholic church used to do before the separation of 
state and church forced it to rely on authority alone. I t  is perhaps 
more than an oddity that the �everest crisis of the church as an 
institution should coincide with the severest crisis in the history of 
the university, the only secular institution still based on authority. 
Both may indeed be ascribed to "the progressing explosion of the 
atom 'obedience' whose stability was allegedly eternal," as Heinrich 
Boll remarked of the crisis in the churches. See "Es wird immer 
spiiter," in Antwort an Sacharow, Zurich , 1 969. 

as See the New York Times, January 4 ,  1 969, pp. 1 and 29. 
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more common than the combination of violence and 
power, nothing less frequent than to find them in their 
pure and therefore extreme form. From this, it does not 
follow that authority, power, and violence are all the 
same. 

Still it must be admitted that it is particularly tempting 
to think of power in terms of command and obedience, 
and hence to equate power with violence, in a discussion 
of what actually is only one of power's special cases
namely, the power of government. Since in foreign rela
tions as well as domestic affairs violence appears as a last 
resort to keep the power structure intact against indi
vidual challengers-the foreign enemy, the native criminal 
-it looks indeed as though violence were the prerequisite 
of power and power nothing but a fa�ade, the velvet glove 
which either conceals the iron hand or will turn out to 
belong to a paper tiger. On closer inspection, though, this 
notion loses much of its plausibility. For our purpose, the 
gap between theory and reality is perhaps best illustrated 
by the phenomenon of revolution. 

Since the beginning of the century theoreticians of revo
lution have told us that the chances of revolution have 
significantly decreased in proportion to the increased 
destructive capacities of weapons at the unique disposition 
of governments.69 The history of the last seventy years, 

eo Thus Franz Borkenau, reflecting on the defeat of the Spanish 
revolution, states: "In this tremendous contrast with previous revolu
tions one fact is reflected. Before these latter years, counter-revolu
tion usually depended upon the support of reactionary powers, 
which were technically and intellectually inferior to the forces of 
revolution. This has changed with the advent of fascism. Now, every 
revolution is likely to meet the attack of the most modern, most 
efficient, most ruthless machinery yet in existence. It means that 
the age of revolutions free to evolve according to their own laws is 
over." This was written more than thirty years ago (The Spanish 
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with its extraordinary record of successful and unsuccess
ful revolutions, tells a different story. Were people mad 
who even tried against such overwhelming odds? And, 
leaving out instances of full success, how can even a tem
porary success be explained? The fact is that the gap 
between state-owned means of violence and what people 
can muster by themselves-from beer bottles to Molotov 
cocktails and guns-has always been so enormous that tech
nical improvements make hardly any difference. Textbook 
instructions on "how to make a revolution" in a step-by
step progression from dissent to conspiracy, from resistance 
to armed uprising, are all based on the mistaken notion 
that revolutions are "made." In a contest of violence 
against violence the superiority of the government has 
always been absolute; but this superiority lasts only as 
long as the power structure of the government is intact
that is, as long as commands are obeyed and the army or 
police forces are prepared to use their weapons. When this 
is no longer the case, the situation changes abruptly. Not 
only is the rebell ion not put down, but the arms themselves 
change hands-sometimes, as in the Hungarian revolution, 
within a few hours. (We should know about such things 
after all these years of futile fighting in Vietnam, where 
for a long time, before getting massive Russian aid, the 
National Liberation Front fought us with weapons that 
were made in the United States.) Only after this has hap
pened, when the disintegration of the government in 
power has permitted the rebels to arm themselves, can 
one speak of an "armed uprising," which often does not 

Cockpit, London, 1 937;  Ann Arbor, 1 963. pp. 288-289) and is now 
quoted with approval by Chomsky (op. cit., p. 3 10) . He believes that 
American and French intervention in the civil war in Vietnam 
proves Borkenau's prediction accurate, "with substitution of 'liberal 
imperialism' for 'fascism.' " I think that this example is rather apt 
to prove the opposite. 
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take place at all or occurs when it is no longer necessary. 
Where commands are no longer obeyed, the means of 
violence are of no use ; and the question of this obedienc� 
is not decided by the command-obedience relation but by 
opinion, and, of course, by the number of those who 
share it. Everything depends on the power behind the 
violence. The sudden dramatic breakdown of power that 
ushers in revolutions reveals in a flash how civil obedience 
-to laws, to rulers, to institutions-is but the outward 
manifestation of support and consent. 

Where power has disintegrated, revolutions are possible 
but not necessary. We know of many instances when ut
terly impotent regimes were permitted to continue in 
existence for long periods of time-either because there 
was no one to test their strength and reveal their weak
ness or because they were lucky enough not to be engaged 
in war and suffer defeat. Disintegration often becomes 
manifest only in direct confrontation; and even then, when 
power is already in the street, some group of men pre
pared for such an eventuality is needed to pick it up and 
assume responsibility. We have recently witnessed how it 
did not take more than the relatively harmless, essentially 
nonviolent French students' rebellion to reveal the vulner
ability of the whole political system, which rapidly dis
integrated before the astonished eyes of the young rebels. 
Unknowingly they had tested it; they intended only to 
challenge the ossified university system, and down came 
the system of governmental power, together with that of 
the huge party bureaucracies-"une sorte de desintegration 
de toutes les hierarchies." To It was a textbook case of a 

revolutionary situation 11 that did not develop into a revo-

ro Raymond Aron, La Revolution Introuvab le, 1 968, p. 4 1 .  

n Stephen Spender, op. cit . ,  p .  56, disagrees: "What was s o  much 
more apparent than the revolutionary situation [was] the non
revolutionary one." It may be "difficult to think of a revolution 
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lution because there was nobody, least of all the students, 
prepared to seize power and the responsibility that goes 
with it. Nobody except, of course, de Gaulle. Nothing was 
more characteristic of the seriousness of the situation than 
his appeal to the army, his journey to see Massu and the 
generals in Germany, a walk to Canossa, if there ever was 
one, in view of what had happened only a few years before. 
But what he sought and received was support, not obedi
ence, and the means were not commands but concessions.72 
If commands had been enough, he would never have had 
to leave Paris. 

No government exclusively based on the means of 
violence has ever existed. Even the totalitarian ruler, 
whose chief instrument of rule is torture, needs a power 
basis-the secret pol ice and its net of informers. Only the 
development of robot soldiers, which, as previously men
tioned, would eliminate the human factor completely and, 
conceivably, permit one man with a push button to des
troy whomever he pleased, could change this fundamental 
ascendancy of power over violence .  Even the most despotic 
domination we know of, the rule of master over slaves, 
who always outnumbered him, did not rest on superior 
means of coercion as such, but on a superior organization 
of power-that is, on the organized sol idarity of the mas
ters .73 Single men without others to support them never 

taking place when . . .  everyone looks particularly good humoured,"  
but this is what usually happens in the beginning of revolutions
during the early great ecstasy of fraternity. 

72 See appendix XII, p. gS. 

73 In ancient  Greece, such an organization of power was the polis , 
whose chief merit, according to Xenophon ,  was that i t  permit ted the 
"citizens to act as bodyguards to one another against  slaves and 
criminals so that none of  the ci tizens may d ie  a violent death." 
(Hiero, IV, 3·) 
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have enough power to use violence successfully. Hence, 
in domestic affairs, violence functions as the last resort of 
power against criminals or rebels-that is, against single 
individuals who, as it were, refuse to be overpowered by 
the consensus of the majority. And as for actual warfare, 
we have seen in Vietnam how an enormous superiority in 
the means of violence can become helpless if confronted 
with an ill-equipped but well-organized opponent who is 
much more powerful . This lesson, to be sure, was there to 
be learned from the history of guerrilla warfare, which is 
at least as old as the defeat in Spain of Napoleon's still
unvanquished army. 

To switch for a moment to conceptual language: Power 
is indeed of the essence of all government, but violence is 
not. Violence is by nature instrumental ; like all means, it 
always stands in need of guidance and justification through 
the end it pursues. And what needs justification by some
thing else cannot be the essence of anything. The end of 
war-end taken in its twofold meaning-is peace or victory; 
but to the question And what is the end of peace? there is 
no answer. Peace is an absolute, even though in recorded 
history periods of warfare have nearly always outlasted 
periods of peace. Power is in the same category; it is, as 
they say, "an end in itself." (This, of course, is not to 
deny that governments pursue policies and employ their 
power to achieve prescribed goals. But the power structure 
itself precedes and outlasts all aims, so that power, far 
from being the means to an end, is actually the very con
dition enabling a group of people to think and act in 
terms of the means-end category.) And since government is 
essentially organized and institutionalized power, the cur
rent question What is the end of government? does not 
make much sense either. The answer will be either ques
tion-begging-to enable men to l ive together-or danger
ously utopian-to promote happiness or to realize a 
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classless society or some other nonpol itical ideal, which 
if  tried out in earnest cannot but end in some kind of 
tyranny. 

Power needs no justification, being inherent in the very 
existence of political communities ; what it does need is 
legitimacy. The common treatment of these two words as 
synonyms is no less misleading and confusing than the 
current equation of obedience and support. Power springs 
up whenever people get together and act in concert, but 
it derives its legitimacy from the initial getting together 
rather than from any action that then may follow. Legi
timacy, when challenged, bases i tsel f on an appeal to the 
past, while j ustification relates to an end that lies in the 
future. Violence can be j ustifiable, but it never will be 
legitimate. Its j ustification loses in plausibility the farther 
its intended end recedes into the future. No one questions 
the use of violence in self-defense, because the danger is 
not only clear but also present, and the end justifying the 
means is immediate. 

Power and violence, though they are distinct pheno
mena, usually appear together. Wherever they are 
combined, power, we have found, is the primary and pre
dominant factor. The situation, however, is entirely differ
ent when we deal with them in their pure states-as, for 
instance, with foreign invasion and occupation. We saw 
that the current equation of violence with power rests on 
government's being understood as domination of man 
over man by means of violence. If a foreign conqueror is 
confronted by an impotent government and by a nation 
unused to the exercise of polit ical power, it is easy for him 
to achieve such domination. In all other cases the difficul
ties are great indeed, and the occupying invader will try 
immediately to establish Quisling governments, that is, to 
find a native power base to support his dominion. The 
head-on clash between Russian tanks and the entirely 
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nonviolent resistance of the Czechoslovak people is a text
book case of a confrontation between violence and power 
in their pure states. But while domination in such an 
instance is difficult to achieve, it is not impossible. Vio
lence, we must remember, does not depend on numbers 
or opinions, but on implements, and the implements of 
violence, as I mentioned before, like all other tools, in
crease and multiply human strength. Those who oppose 
violence with mere power will soon find that they are con
fronted not by men but by men's artifacts, whose in
humanity and destructive effectiveness increase in propor
tion to the distance separating the opponents. Violence 
can always destroy power; out of the barrel of a gun grows 
the most effective command, resulting in the most instant 
and perfect obedience. What never can grow out of it is 
power. 

In a head-on clash between violence and power, the 
outcome is hardly in doubt. If Gandhi's enormously 
powerful and successful strategy of nonviolent resistance 
had met with a different enemy-Stal in 's Russia, Hitler's 
Germany, even prewar Japan, instead of England-the 
outcome would not have been decolonization, but 
massacre and submission. However, England in India and 
France in Algeria had good reasons for their restraint. 
Rule by sheer violence comes into play where power is 
being lost; it is precisely the shrinking power of the Rus
sian government, internally and externally, that became 
manifest in its "solution" of the Czechoslovak problem
just as it was the shrinking power of European imperial
ism that became manifest in the al ternative between de
colonization and massacre. To substitute violence for 
power can bring victory, but  the price is very high; for it 
is not only paid by the vanquished, it is also paid by the 
victor in terms of his own power. This is especially true 
when the victor happens to enjoy domestically the bless-
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ings of constitutional government. Henry Steele Commager 
is entirely right: "If we subvert world order and destroy 
world peace we must inevitably subvert and destroy our 
own political institutions first. " 74 The much-feared boom
erang effect of the "government of subject races" (Lord 
Cromer) on the home government during the imperialist 
era meant that rule by violence in faraway lands would 
end by affecting the government of England, that the last 
"subject race" would be the English themselves. The 
recent gas attack on the campus at Berkeley, where not 
just tear gas but also another gas, "outlawed by the 
Geneva Convention and used by the Army to flush out 
guerrillas in Vietnam," was laid down while gas-masked 
Guardsmen stopped anybody and everybody "from fleeing 
the gassed area," is an excellent example of this "back
lash" phenomenon. It has often been said that impotence 
breeds violence, and psychologically this is quite true, at 
least of persons possessing natural strength, moral or phy
sical . Politically speaking, the point is that loss of power 
becomes a temptation to substitute violence for power-in 
1 968 during the Democratic convention in Chicago we 
could watch this process on television 75-and that violence 
itself results in impotence. Where violence is no longer 
backed and restrained by power, the well-known reversal 
in reckoning with means and ends has taken place. The 
means, the means of destruction, now determine the end
with the consequence that the end will be the destruction 
of all power. 

Now here is the self-defeating factor in the victory of 
violence over power more evident than in the use of 
terror to maintain domination, about whose weird sue-

" "Can We Limit Presidential Power?" in The New Repub lic, April 
6, 1 968. 

75 See appendix XIII, p. g8. 
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cesses and eventual failures we know perhaps more than 
any generation before us. Terror is not the same as vio
lence; it is, rather, the form of government that comes into 
being when violence, having destroyed all power, does not 
abdicate but, on the contrary, remains in full control. It 
has often been noticed that the effectiveness of terror de
pends almost entirely on the degree of social atomization. 
Every kind of organized opposition must disappear before 
the full force of terror can be let loose. This atomization
an outrageously pale, academic word for the horror it 
implies-is maintained and intensified through the ubi
quity of the informer, who can be literally omnipresent 
because he no longer is merely a professional agent in the 
pay of the police but potentially every person one comes 
into contact with. How such a fully developed police 
state is established and how it works-or, rather, how 
nothing works where it holds sway-can now be learned in 
Aleksandr I. Solzhenitsyn's The First CircleJ which will 
probably remain one of the masterpieces of twentieth
century literature and certainly contains the best docu
mentation on Stalin's regime in existence.76 The decisive 
difference between total itarian domination, based on 
terror, and tyrannies and dictatorships, establ ished by 
violence, is that the former turns not only against its 
enemies but against its friends and supporters as well, 
being afraid of all power, even the power of its friends. 
The cl imax of terror is reached when the police state 
begins to devour its own children, when yesterday's execu
tioner becomes today's victim. And this is also the moment 
when power disappears entirely. There exist now a great 
many plausible explanations for the de-Stal inization of 
Russia-none, I believe, so compelling as the realization 
by the Stalinist functionaries themselves that a continua-

T& See appendix XIV, p. 99· 
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tion of the regime would lead, not to an insurrection, 
against which terror is indeed the best safeguard, but to 
paralysis of the whole country. 

To sum up: politically speaking, it is insufficient to say 
that power and violence are not the same. Power and vio
lence are opposites; where the one rules absolutely, the 
other is absent. Violence appears where power is in 
jeopardy, but left to its own course it ends in power's 
disappearance. This implies that it is not correct to think 
of the opposite of violence as nonviolence ; to speak of non
violent power is actually redundant. Violence can destroy 
power; it is utterly incapable of creating it .  Hegel 's and 
Marx's great trust in the dialectial "power of negation," 
by virtue of which opposites do not destroy but smoothly 
develop into each other because contradictions promote 
and do not paralyze development, rests on a much older 
philosophical prejudice : that evil is no more than a priva
tive modus of the good, that good can come out of evil ; 
that, in short, evil is but a temporary manifestation of a 
still-hidden good. Such time-honored opinions have be
come dangerous. They are shared by many who have never 
heard of Hegel or Marx, for the simple reason that they 
inspire hope and dispel fear-a treacherous hope used to 
dispel legitimate fear. By this, I do not mean to equate 
violence with evil ; I only want to stress that violence 
cannot be derived from its opposite, which is power, and 
that in order to understand it for what it is, we shall have 
to examine its roots and nature. 
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109Exile Years

Theatre for Pleasure or Theatre for Instruction

A few years back, anybody talking about modern theatre meant the theatre in 
Moscow, New York and Berlin. Someone might have mentioned a production 
by Jouvet in Paris or by Cochran in London, or The Dybbuk as given by the 
Habima (which is to all intents and purposes part of the Russian theatre, 
because Vakhtangov was its director). But broadly speaking there were only 
three capitals as far as modern theatre was concerned.

Russian, American and German theatres differed widely from one 
another, but were alike in being modern, that is to say in introducing 
technical and artistic innovations. In a sense they even achieved a certain 
stylistic resemblance, probably because technology is international 
(not just the part that is directly required for the stage but also the part 
that influences it, film for instance), and because large progressive cities in 
large industrial countries were involved. Most recently, the Berlin theatre 
seemed to have taken the lead. For a time everything that is common to 
the modern theatre found its strongest and, for the moment, most mature 
expression there.

The Berlin theatre’s last phase was the so-called epic theatre, and it showed 
the modern theatre’s developmental trend in its purest form. Whatever 
was labelled topical theatre [Zeitstück] or Piscator theatre or learning play 
[Lehrstück] belongs to the epic theatre.

The epic theatre
The term ‘epic theatre’ seemed self-contradictory to many people because, 
following Aristotle, the epic and dramatic forms of presenting the plot 
are held to be basically distinct. The difference between the two forms 
was never thought to lie simply in the fact that the one was performed by 
living beings while the other made use of a book; epic works such as those 
of Homer and the medieval singers were likewise theatrical performances, 
and dramas such as Goethe’s Faust and Byron’s Manfred admittedly achieved 
their greatest effect as books. Thus Aristotle himself distinguished between 
the dramatic and epic forms as a difference in their construction, and 
their laws were dealt with under two different branches of aesthetics. The 
method of construction depended on the different ways of presenting the 
work to the public, sometimes on the stage, sometimes through a book; and 
independently of that there was the ‘dramatic element’ in epic works and 
the ‘epic element’ in dramatic works. The bourgeois novel in the last century 
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developed much that was ‘dramatic’, which meant the strong centralization 
of plot, a mutual dependency of the separate parts. A certain passion of 
utterance, an emphasis on the clash of forces are hallmarks of the ‘dramatic’. 
The epic writer Döblin provided an excellent description when he said that 
the epic, as opposed to the dramatic, can, as it were, be cut with a scissors 
into single pieces that all remain viable.

This is not the place to explain how the opposition of epic and dramatic 
lost its rigidity after the two had long been held to be irreconcilable. Let us 
just point out that the technical advances alone were enough to permit the 
stage to incorporate narrative elements in its dramatic productions. The 
possibility of using projections, the greater adaptability of the stage due to 
mechanization, film, all completed the stage’s equipment, and did so at a 
point where the most important transactions between people could no longer 
be shown simply by personifying the forces that moved them or subjecting 
the characters to invisible metaphysical powers. To make these transactions 
intelligible, the surroundings in which the people lived had to be brought to 
bear in a big and ‘significant’ way.

These surroundings had of course been shown in existing drama, but only 
as seen from the main character’s point of view and not as an independent 
element. They arose from the hero’s reactions to them. They were seen as a 
storm is seen when we see the ships on the surface of the water unfolding 
their sails, and the sails filling out. In epic theatre the surroundings were to 
appear independently.

The stage began to tell a story. The narrator was no longer missing 
along with the fourth wall. Not only did the backdrop adopt an attitude 
to the events on the stage – by recalling on large screens other events that 
were occurring elsewhere simultaneously, by projecting documents that 
confirmed or contradicted what the characters said, by providing concrete 
and tangible statistics for abstract conversations, by supporting vivid events 
whose meaning was unclear with facts and figures – and the actors too 
refrained from throwing themselves completely into their roles, remaining 
detached from the characters they were playing and clearly inviting criticism 
of them.

The spectator was no longer allowed in any way to submit to an 
experience uncritically (and without practical consequences) by 
means of simple empathy with the characters in a play. The production 
took the subject-matter and the events shown and put them through a 
process of alienation [Entfremdung]: the alienation that is necessary 
to all understanding. When things are ‘self-evident’, we dispense with 
understanding.
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What is ‘natural’ had to have the force of what is startling. This was the 
only way to expose the laws of cause and effect. People’s activity had to 
simultaneously be as it was and be capable of being different.

These were great changes.

[Editor’s note: The table below is the 1936 version, a reworking of the 1930 
‘Notes on the Opera Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny’ (see Part One); 
the lines between slashes (/ /) are editorial revisions made in 1938 for 
Brecht’s collected works (Gesammelte Werke).]

Two Schemes
A few short schemes can show what distinguishes epic from dramatic 
theater.

1.
Dramatic form Epic form
The stage ‘portrays’ an incident It narrates an incident
Involves spectators in an action Turns them into observers but
consumes their activity arouses their activity
enables them to have feelings forces them to make decisions
communicates experiences communicates knowledge
Spectators are immersed in an  Spectators are put in opposition  
incident to it 
Suggestion is used Arguments are used and
Emotions are preserved are turned into insights
Human nature presumed to be  Human nature is 
common knowledge object of investigation 
Humankind is unchangeable Humankind is changeable and  

able to change things
/ eyes on the finish / / eyes on the course /
/ one scene makes another / / each scene for itself /
Events move in a straight line in curves
Natura non facit saltus  facit saltus [nature makes   
[nature makes no leaps] leaps] 
The world as it is the world as it is becoming
What humankind should do What humankind can do   

/What humankind must do /
Its drives its motives
/ thought determines being / / social being determines thought /

2.
The dramatic theatre’s spectator says:
Yes, I have felt like that too. – Just like me. – It’s only natural. – It’ll never 
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change. – This person’s suffering shocks me, because there is no way out. – 
That’s great art: everything is self-evident – I weep when they weep, I laugh 
when they laugh.
The epic theatre’s spectator says:
I’d never have thought so. – That’s not the way. – That’s extraordinary, hardly 
believable. – It’s got to stop – This person’s suffering shocks me, because there 
might be a way out. – That’s great art: nothing is self-evident. – I laugh when 
they weep, I weep when they laugh.

The theatre of instruction
The stage began to be instructive.

Oil, inflation, war, social struggles, the family, religion, wheat, the meat-
packing industry, all became subjects for theatrical representation. Choruses 
enlightened the spectators about facts they did not know. Films showed 
a montage of events from all over the world. Projections added statistical 
material. And as the ‘background’ came to the fore, people’s action was 
subjected to criticism. Right and wrong courses of action were shown. People 
were shown who knew what they were doing, and others who did not. The 
theatre became an affair for philosophers, at any rate the sort of philosophers 
who wished not just to explain the world but also to change it. So we had 
philosophy, and we had instruction. And where was the amusement in all 
that? Were they sending us back to school, treating us like illiterates? Were 
we supposed to pass exams and be given marks?

There is a general perception that a very sharp distinction exists between 
learning and amusing oneself. The first may be useful, but only the second is 
pleasant. So we have to defend the epic theatre against the suspicion that it is 
a highly disagreeable, humourless, indeed strenuous affair.

Well, we can only say that the contrast between learning and amusing 
oneself does not necessarily exist in nature; it has not always existed and need 
not always exist.

Undoubtedly there is much that is tedious about the kind of learning 
familiar to us from school, from our professional training, etc. But let us 
recall under what conditions and to what end it takes place. That kind of 
learning is really a purchase. Knowledge is just a commodity. It is acquired 
in order to be resold. All those who have grown too old for school have 
to do their learning virtually in secret, for anyone who admits that he 
still has something to learn devalues himself as a person who knows too 
little. Moreover the usefulness of learning is very much limited by factors 
outside the learner’s control. There is unemployment, for instance, which 
no knowledge protects against. There is the division of labour, which makes 
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comprehensive knowledge unnecessary and impossible. Learning is often 
among the concerns of those who see no other possibility of getting ahead. 
There is not much knowledge that leads to power, but plenty of knowledge to 
which only power can lead.

Learning has a very different function for different social strata. There are 
people who consider learning to be worthless because there is no prospect 
for them to utilize what they learn. No one asks them about whatever clever 
answers they may know. Whatever happens to oil – it’s alright, so much the 
better! If not, what are they supposed to do about it? But there are also people 
who cannot imagine any improvement in conditions; the conditions are good 
enough for them. Whatever happens to the oil, they will profit from it. And 
they feel the years beginning to tell. There can’t be all that many years left. 
What is the point of learning a lot now? They have said their final word: 
a grunt. But there are also people who have not yet ‘had their turn’, who 
are discontented with conditions, who have an immense practical interest 
in learning, who want orientation at all costs, and who know they are lost 
without learning; these are the best and keenest learners. Similar differences 
apply to countries and peoples. Thus the pleasure of learning depends on all 
sorts of things; but none the less there is such a thing as pleasurable learning, 
militant and cheerful learning.

If learning could not provide this kind of amusement, the theatre’s whole 
structure would be unfit for instruction.

Theatre remains theatre, even when it is theatre for instruction, and to the 
extent that it is good theatre, it will amuse.

Theatre and science
‘But what does science have to do with art? We know that science can be 
amusing, but not everything that is amusing belongs in the theatre.’

I have often been told, when pointing out the invaluable services that 
modern science, if properly applied, can perform for art and especially for 
the theatre, that art and science are two estimable but wholly distinct fields 
of human activity. This is a terrible truism, of course, and we might as well 
agree quickly that, like most truisms, it is perfectly true. Art and science 
work in quite different ways: agreed. But, bad as it may sound, I have to 
admit that I cannot get along as an artist without the use of certain sciences. 
This may well arouse serious doubts as to my artistic abilities. People are 
used to seeing poets as unique and slightly unnatural beings who recognize 
with a truly godlike assurance things that other people can only recognize 
after much sweat and toil. It is naturally distasteful to have to admit that 
one does not belong to this select band. All the same, it must be admitted. 
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It must at the same time be made clear that the scientific efforts to which I 
just confessed are not excusable side interests, pursued in the evening after 
a day’s work. We all know how Goethe was interested in natural science, 
Schiller in history: as a kind of hobby, it is charitable to assume. I have no 
wish simply to accuse these two of having needed these sciences for their 
poetic activity, nor would I use them to excuse myself; but I must say that I 
do need the sciences. And I must even admit that I look askance at all sorts 
of people who I know do not keep abreast of scientific understanding: that 
is to say, who sing as the birds sing, or as people imagine the birds to sing. 
This does not mean that I would reject a charming poem about the taste of 
flounder or the pleasure of a boating party just because the writer had not 
studied gastronomy or navigation. But in my view the great and complicated 
things that go on in the world of humankind cannot be seen adequately 
for what they are by people who do not use every possible resource for 
understanding.

Let us suppose that we have to show great passions or great events that 
influence the fates of peoples. Today we view the drive for power as such a 
passion. Supposing that a poet ‘feels’ this drive and wants to have someone 
strive for power, how is he to show the exceedingly complicated machinery 
within which the struggle for power takes place today? If his hero is a 
politician, how do politics work? If he is a business man, how does business 
work? And then there are the poets who are much less passionately interested 
in any individual’s drive for power than in business affairs and politics as 
such! How are they to acquire the necessary knowledge? They are unlikely 
to learn enough by going round and keeping their eyes open, although even 
that would provide more than they would get by just rolling their eyes in 
a fine frenzy. The founding of a paper like the Völkischer Beobachter or a 
business like Standard Oil is a pretty complicated affair, and no one just lets 
you in on the secrets. One important field for the playwright is psychology. It 
is taken for granted that a poet, if not an ordinary man, must be able without 
further instruction to discover the motives that lead a man to commit 
murder; he must have the ‘inner resources’ to give a picture of a murderer’s 
mental state. It is taken for granted that you only have to look inside yourself 
in such a case; and then there’s always imagination … . There are various 
reasons why I can no longer surrender to this agreeable hope of getting a 
result quite so comfortably. I can no longer find in myself all those motives 
that the press or scientific reports show to have been observed in people. 
Like the average judge when pronouncing sentence, I cannot without further 
ado conjure up an adequate picture of a murderer’s mental state. Modern 
psychology, from psychoanalysis to behaviourism, provides me with insights 
that lead me to judge the case quite differently, especially if I bear in mind the 
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findings of sociology and do not overlook economics and history. You will 
say: but that’s getting complicated. I have to answer that it is complicated. 
Even if you let yourself be convinced, and agree with me that a large slice of 
literature is exceedingly primitive, you may still ask with profound concern: 
won’t an evening in such a theatre be a most alarming affair? The answer to 
that is: no.

Whatever knowledge is contained in a poetic work must be wholly 
transformed into poetry. The realization of this knowledge fulfils the very 
pleasure that the poetic element provokes. And even if it does not provide 
the pleasure found in science, a certain inclination to penetrate deeper into 
things and a desire to make the world controllable are necessary to ensure 
the enjoyment of poetic works generated by this age of great discoveries and 
inventions.

Is epic theatre a sort of ‘moral institution’?
According to Friedrich Schiller the theatre is supposed to be a moral 
institution. In making this demand, it really never occurred to Schiller 
that by moralizing from the stage he might drive the audience out of the 
theatre. In his day audiences had no objection to moralizing. It was only 
later that Friedrich Nietzsche attacked him for blowing a moral trumpet. 
To Nietzsche any concern with morality was a cheerless affair; to Schiller it 
seemed thoroughly enjoyable. He knew of nothing that could give greater 
amusement and satisfaction than the propagation of ideals. The bourgeoisie 
was setting about forming the ideas of the nation. Putting your house in 
order, showing off your new hat, submitting your invoices for payment – all 
are very agreeable. But having to describe the sale of your house, sell your 
old hat, pay your bills – all are cheerless affairs, and that was how Friedrich 
Nietzsche saw things a century later. He was poorly disposed towards 
morality, and thus towards the previous Friedrich too. Many people also 
attacked the epic theatre, claiming it was too moralistic. Yet in the epic theatre 
moral arguments took only second place. Its aim was less to moralize than 
to study. That is to say, it did study, but then came the rub: the story’s moral. 
Of course we cannot pretend that we began to study just for the fun of it and 
without any more practical motive, only to be completely taken by surprise 
with the results. Undoubtedly there were some painful discrepancies in our 
surroundings, conditions that were barely tolerable, and this not merely 
on account of moral considerations. Hunger, cold and hardship are hard 
to bear not only on account of moral considerations. Similarly the object 
of our inquiries was not just to arouse moral objections to such conditions 
(even if they could easily be felt – although not by all audience members; 
such objections were seldom felt, for instance, by those who profited by the 



Brecht on Theatre116

conditions in question!), but also to discover means for their elimination. 
We were not in fact speaking in the name of morality but in the name of the 
wronged. These truly are two distinct matters, for the wronged are often told 
that they must put up with their lot, for moral reasons. For such moralists 
people exist for morality, not morality for people.

At least it should be possible to deduce from the above to what degree and 
in what sense the epic theatre is a moral institution.

Can epic theatre be performed anywhere?
Stylistically speaking, there is nothing all that new about the epic theatre. In 
its expository character and its emphasis on virtuosity it is related to ancient 
Asian theatre. Instructive/didactic tendencies are to be found in the medieval 
mystery plays and the classical Spanish theatre and also in the theatre of the 
Jesuits. These theatrical forms corresponded to particular trends of their 
time and vanished with them. Similarly the modern epic theatre is linked 
with certain trends. It cannot be practised universally by any means. Most 
of the great nations today are not disposed to use the theatre for ventilating 
their problems. London, Paris, Tokyo and Rome maintain their theatres 
for quite different purposes. Up to now favourable circumstances for an 
epic, instructive/didactic theatre have only been found in a few places and 
for a short period of time. In Berlin fascism put a very definite stop to the 
development of such a theatre.

It demands not only a certain technological level but a powerful 
movement in society that is interested in seeing vital questions freely aired 
with a view to their solution, and can defend this interest against every 
opposing tendency.

The epic theatre is the broadest and most far-reaching experiment in 
great modern theatre, and it has to overcome all the immense difficulties that 
confront all vital forces in the sphere of politics, philosophy, science and art.

[‘Vergnügungstheater oder Lehrtheater?’, BFA 22/106-16]

Typescript, written about February/March 1935. This is Brecht’s first 
summary of the theatre for instruction and remained unpublished during 
his lifetime. Apparently he took the essay to Moscow in April of that year, 
perhaps in preparation for a conference of theatre producers to which 
Piscator invited Brecht, and he gave it to Sergei Tretiakov there. The term 
translated here as ‘alienation’ is Entfremdung, as used by Hegel and Marx, and 
not the Verfremdung that Brecht himself was soon to coin and make famous 
(see the editors’ introduction). The Latin phrase in the left-hand column 
of the scheme differentiating dramatic and epic theatre is from Aristotle’s 
Historia de animalibus. Alfred Döblin, the friend of Brecht’s referred to 



Exile Years 117

early in the essay, wrote Die drei Sprünge des Wang-lun (The Three Leaps of 
Wang Lun), Berlin Alexanderplatz and other novels that critics of the time 
likened to Joyce and Dos Passos. He too was interested in the theory of epic 
form. The Völkischer Beobachter was the chief Nazi daily paper.
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c h a p t e r  8

What Is Fascism?

206

At this book’s opening, I ducked the task of offering the reader a neat defi-
nition of fascism. I wanted to set aside—for heuristic purposes, at least—
the traditional but straitjacketing search for the famous but elusive “fascist
minimum.” I thought it more promising to observe historical examples of
fascist successes and failures in action, through a whole cycle of develop-
ment. Exposing the processes by which fascisms appeared, grew, gained
power (or not), and, once in power, radicalized into a “fascist maximum”
seemed a more promising strategy than to search for some static and lim-
iting “essence.”

Now that we have reached the end of this historical journey, the
imperative of definition can no longer be evaded. Otherwise we risk escap-
ing from the nominalism of the “bestiary” only to fall into another nomi-
nalism of stages and processes. Generic fascism might disappear in our
efforts to pick it apart. But first some other issues need to be considered.

Following fascism through five stages, in each of which it acts differ-
ently, raises an awkward question: Which is the real fascism? For some
authors, usually those most concerned with fascism’s intellectual expres-
sions, the early movements are “pure” fascism while the regimes are cor-
ruptions, deformed by the compromises necessary for achieving and
wielding power.1 The regimes, however, for all their pragmatic choices
and compromising alliances, had more impact than the movements
because they possessed the power of war and death. A definition that does
full justice to the phenomenon of fascism must apply to the later stages as
effectively as it does to the earlier ones.

Focusing on those later stages requires us to give as much attention to
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settings and to allies as to the fascists themselves. A usable definition of fas-
cism must also, therefore, find a way to avoid treating fascism in isolation,
cut off from its environment and its accomplices. Fascism in power is a
compound, a powerful amalgam of different but marriageable conserva-
tive, national-socialist and radical Right ingredients, bonded together by
common enemies and common passions for a regenerated, energized,
and purified nation at whatever cost to free institutions and the rule of
law. The precise proportions of the mixture are the result of processes:
choices, alliances, compromises, rivalries. Fascism in action looks much
more like a network of relationships than a fixed essence.2

Conflicting Interpretations

Now that we have watched fascism in action through its entire cycle, we
are better prepared to evaluate the many interpretations proposed over
the years. The “first takes” I noted in chapter 1—thugs in power and
agents of capitalism3—have never lost their grip. The German playwright
Bertolt Brecht even managed to combine them in his Chicago gangster
Arturo Ui, who gets power through a protection racket for vegetable
sellers.4

Both “first takes,” however, had serious flaws. If fascism and its aggres-
sions are simply the evil actions of hoodlums reaching power in an era of
moral decline, we have no explanation for why this happened at one
place and time rather than another, or how these events might relate to an
earlier history. It was difficult for classical liberals like Croce and Mei-
necke to perceive that part of fascism’s opportunity lay in the dessication
and narrowness of liberalism itself, or that some frightened liberals had
helped it into power. Their version leaves us with chance and the indi-
vidual exploits of thugs as explanations.

Considering fascism simply as a capitalist tool sends us astray in two
respects. The narrow and rigid formula that became orthodox in Stalin’s
Third International5 denied fascism’s autonomous roots and authentic
popular appeal.6 Even worse, it ignored human choice by making fascism
the inevitable outcome of the ineluctable crisis of capitalist overproduc-
tion. Closer empirical work showed, to the contrary, that real capitalists,
even when they rejected democracy, mostly preferred authoritarians to
fascists.7 Whenever fascists reached power, to be sure, capitalists mostly
accommodated with them as the best available nonsocialist solution. 
We had occasion to see that even the giant German chemical combine 
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I. G. Farben, whose ascent to the rank of the biggest company in Europe
had been based on global trade, found ways to adapt to rearmament-
driven autarky, and prospered mightily again.8 The relations of accom-
modation, foot dragging, and mutual advantage that bound the business
community to fascist regimes turn out to be another complicated matter
that varied over time. That there was some mutual advantage is beyond
doubt. Capitalism and fascism made practicable bedfellows (though not
inevitable ones, nor always comfortable ones).

As for the opposite interpretation that portrays the business commu-
nity as fascism’s victim,9 it takes far too seriously the middle-level frictions
endemic to this relationship, along with businessmen’s postwar efforts at
self-exculpation. Here, too, we need a subtler model of explanation that
allows for interplays of conflict and accommodation.

Quite early the “first takes” were joined by other interpretations. The
obviously obsessive character of some fascists cried out for psychoanalysis.
Mussolini seemed only too ordinary, with his vain posturing, his notorious
womanizing, his addiction to detailed work, his skill at short-term maneu-
vering, and his eventual loss of the big picture. Hitler was another matter.
Were his Teppichfresser (“carpet eater”) scenes calculated bluffs or signs of
madness?10 His secretiveness, hypochondria, narcissism, vengefulness,
and megalomania were counterbalanced by a quick, retentive mind, a
capacity to charm if he wanted to, and outstanding tactical cleverness. All
efforts to psychoanalyze him11 have suffered from the inaccessibility of
their subject, as well as from the unanswered question of why, if some fas-
cist leaders were insane, their publics adored them and they functioned
effectively for so long. In any event, the latest and most authoritative biog-
rapher of Hitler concludes rightly that one must dwell less on the Führer ’s
eccentricities than on the role the German public projected upon him
and which he succeeded in filling until nearly the end.12

Perhaps it is the fascist publics rather than their leaders who need psy-
choanalysis. Already in 1933 the dissident Freudian Wilhelm Reich con-
cluded that the violent masculine fraternity characteristic of early fascism
was the product of sexual repression.13 This theory is easy to undermine,
however, by observing that sexual repression was probably no more severe
in Germany and in Italy than in, say, Great Britain during the generation
in which the fascist leaders and their followers came of age.14 This objec-
tion also applies to other psycho-historical explanations for fascism.

Explanations of fascism as psychotic appear in another form in films
that cater to a prurient fascination with supposed fascist sexual perver-
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sion.15 These box-office successes make it even harder to grasp that fascist
regimes functioned because great numbers of ordinary people accommo-
dated to them in the ordinary business of daily life.16

The sociologist Talcott Parsons suggested already in 1942 that fascism
emerged out of uprooting and tensions produced by uneven economic
and social development—an early form of the fascism/modernization
problem. In countries that industrialized rapidly and late, like Germany
and Italy, Parsons argued, class tensions were particularly acute and com-
promise was blocked by surviving pre-industrial elites.17 This interpreta-
tion had the merit of treating fascism as a system and as the product of a
history, as did the Marxist interpretation, without Marxism’s determinism,
narrowness, and shaky empirical foundations.

The philosopher Ernst Bloch, a Marxist made unorthodox by an
interest in the irrational and in religion, arrived in his own way at another
theory of “noncontemporaneity” (Ungleichzeitigkeit). Contemplating Nazi
success with archaic and violent “red dreams” of blood, soil, and a pre-
capitalist paradise, utterly incompatible with what he considered the
party’s true fealty to big business, he understood that vestigial values flour-
ished long after they had lost any correspondence with economic and
social reality. “Not all people exist in the same Now.” Orthodox Marxists,
he thought, had missed the boat by “cordoning off the soul.”18 Uneven
development continues to arouse interest as an ingredient of prefascist
crises,19 but the case for it is weakened by France’s notoriously “dual”
economy, in which a powerful peasant/artisan sector coexisted with
modern industry without fascism reaching power except under Nazi
occupation.20

Another sociological approach alleged that urban and industrial lev-
eling since the late nineteenth century had produced an atomized mass
society in which purveyors of simple hatreds found a ready audience
unrestrained by tradition or community.21 Hannah Arendt worked within
this paradigm in her analysis of how the new rootless mob, detached from
all social, intellectual, or moral moorings and inebriated by anti-Semitic
and imperialistic passions, made possible the emergence of an unprece-
dented form of limitless mass-based plebiscitary dictatorship.22

The best empirical work on the way fascism took root, however, gives
little support to this approach. Weimar German society, for example, was
richly structured, and Nazism recruited by mobilizing entire organiza-
tions through carefully targeted appeals to specific interests.23 As the say-
ing went, “two Germans, a discussion; three Germans, a club.” The fact
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that German clubs for everything from choral singing to funeral insur-
ance were already segregated into separate socialist and nonsocialist net-
works facilitated the exclusion of the socialists and the Nazi takeover of
the rest when Germany became deeply polarized in the early 1930s.24

An influential current considers fascism a developmental dictator-
ship, established for the purpose of hastening industrial growth through
forced savings and a regimented workforce. Proponents of this interpreta-
tion have looked primarily at the Italian case.25 It could well be argued
that Germany, too, although already an industrial giant, needed urgently
to discipline its people for the immense task of rebuilding after the defeat
of 1918. This interpretation goes seriously wrong, however, in supposing
that fascism pursued any rational economic goal whatever. Hitler meant
to bend the economy to serve political ends. Even in Mussolini’s case,
prestige counted far more than economic rationality when he overvalued
the lira in 1926, and when, after 1935, he chose the risks of expansionist
war over sustained economic development. If Italian Fascism was meant
to be a developmental dictatorship, it failed at it. Though the Italian
economy grew in the 1920s under Mussolini, it grew substantially faster
before 1914 and after 1945.26 In one genuinely aberrant form, the develop-
mental dictatorship theory of fascism serves to label as “fascist” all sorts of
Third World autocracies without an iota of popular mobilization and
without the prior existence of a democracy in trouble.27

It has also been tempting to interpret fascism by its social composi-
tion. The sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset systematized in 1963 the
widely held view that fascism is an expression of lower-middle-class
resentments. In Lipset’s formulation, fascism is an “extremism of the
center” based on the rage of once-independent shopkeepers, artisans,
peasants, and other members of the “old” middle classes now squeezed
between better-organized industrial workers and big businessmen, and
losing out in rapid social and economic change.28 Recent empirical
research, however, casts doubt on the localization of fascist recruitment in
any one social stratum. It shows the multiplicity of fascism’s social sup-
ports and its relative success in creating a composite movement that cut
across all classes.29 His eyes glued on the early stages, Lipset also over-
looked the establishment’s role in the fascist acquisition and exercise of
power.

The notorious instability of fascist membership further undermines
any simple interpretation by social composition. Party rosters altered rap-
idly before power, as successive waves of heterogeneous malcontents
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responded to the parties’ changing fortunes and messages.30 After power,
membership “bandwagoned” to include just about everyone who wanted
to enjoy the fruits of fascist success31—not to forget the problem of where
to situate the many fascist recruits who were young, unemployed, socially
uprooted, or otherwise “between classes.”32 No coherent social explana-
tion of fascism can be constructed out of such fluctuating material.

A multitude of observers sees fascism as a subspecies of totalitari-
anism. Giovanni Amendola, a leader of the parliamentary opposition to
Fascism and one of its most notable victims (he died in 1926 following a
beating by Fascist thugs), coined the adjective totalitaria in a May 1923
article denouncing Fascist efforts to monopolize public office. Other
opponents of Mussolini quickly broadened the term into a general con-
demnation of Fascist aspirations to total control. As sometimes happens
with epithets, Mussolini took this one up and gloried in it.33

Considering how often Mussolini boasted of his totalitarismo, it is
ironic that some major postwar theorists of totalitarianism exclude Italian
Fascism from their typology.34 One must concede that Mussolini’s regime,
eager to “normalize” its rapport with a society in which the family, the
Church, the monarchy, and the village notable still had entrenched
power, fell far short of total control. Even so, Fascism regimented Italians
more firmly than any regime before or since.35 But no regime, not even
Hitler’s or Stalin’s, ever managed to pinch off every last parcel of privacy
and personal or group autonomy.36

The 1950s theorists of totalitarianism believed that Hitler and Stalin
fit their model most closely. Both Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia,
according to the criteria developed by Carl J. Friedrich and Zbigniew K.
Brzezinski in 1956, were governed by single parties employing an official
ideology, terroristic police control, and a monopoly of power over all
means of communication, armed force, and economic organization.37

During the rebellious 1960s, a new generation accused the totalitarian-
ism theorists of serving cold war ends, by transferring the patriotic anti-
Nazism of World War II to the new communist enemy.38

While its scholarly use declined thereafter for a time in the United
States, the totalitarian paradigm remained important to those European
scholars, particularly in West Germany, who wanted to affirm, against the
Marxists, that what had really mattered about Hitler was his destruction of
liberty, not his relation to capitalism.39 At the end of the twentieth cen-
tury, after the demise of the Soviet Union had prompted renewed scrutiny
of its sins and of many Western intellectuals’ blindness to them, the totali-
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tarian model came back into vogue, along with its corollary that Nazism
and communism represented a common evil.40

Thus the totalitarian interpretation of fascism has been as hotly politi-
cized as the Marxist one.41 Even so, it should be debated on its merits and
not with respect to its enlistment by one camp or another. It purports to
explain Nazism (and Stalinism) by focusing on their aspiration to total
control, and on the tools by which they sought to exert it. No doubt Nazi
and communist mechanisms of control had many similarities. Awaiting
the knock in the night and rotting in a camp must have felt very similar 
to both systems’ sufferers (Jews and Gypsies apart, of course).42 In both
regimes, law was subordinated to “higher” imperatives of race or class.
Focusing upon the techniques of control, however, obscures important
differences.

However similar it might feel, from the victim’s point of view, to die of
typhus, malnutrition, exhaustion, or harsh questioning in one of Stalin’s
Siberian camps or in, say, Hitler’s Mauthausen stone quarry, Stalin’s
regime differed profoundly from Hitler’s in social dynamics as well as in
aims. Stalin ruled a civil society that had been radically simplified by the
Bolshevik Revolution, and thus he did not have to concern himself with
autonomous concentrations of inherited social and economic power.
Hitler (totally unlike Stalin) came into power with the assent and even
assistance of traditional elites, and governed in strained but effective asso-
ciation with them. In Nazi Germany the party jostled with the state
bureaucracy, industrial and agricultural proprietors, churches, and other
traditional elites for power. Totalitarian theory is blind to this fundamen-
tal character of the Nazi governing system, and thus tends to fortify the
elites’ postwar claim that Hitler tried to destroy them (as indeed the final
cataclysm of the lost war began to do).

Hitlerism and Stalinism also differed profoundly in their declared
ultimate aims—for one, the supremacy of a master race; for the other,
universal equality—though Stalin’s egregious and barbarous perversions
tended to make his regime converge with Hitler’s in its murderous instru-
ments. Focusing upon central authority, the totalitarian paradigm over-
looks the murderous frenzy that boiled from below in fascism.

Treating Hitler and Stalin together as totalitarians often becomes 
an exercise in comparative moral judgment: Which monster was more
monstrous?43 Were Stalin’s two forms of mass murder—reckless eco-
nomic experiment and the paranoid persecution of “enemies”—the
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moral equivalent of Hitler’s attempt to purify his nation by exterminating
the medically and racially impure?44

The strongest case for equating Stalin’s terror with Hitler’s is the
famine of 1931, which, it is alleged, targeted Ukrainians and thus amounted
to genocide. This famine, though indeed the result of criminal negligence,
affected Russians with equal severity.45 Opponents would note funda-
mental differences. Stalin killed in grossly arbitrary fashion whomever 
his paranoid mind decided were “class enemies” (a condition one can
change), in a way that struck mostly at adult males among the dictator’s
fellow citizens. Hitler, by contrast, killed “race enemies,” an irremediable
condition that condemns even newborns. He wanted to liquidate entire
peoples, including their tombstones and their cultural artifacts. This book
acknowleges the repugnance of both terrors, but condemns even more
strongly Nazi biologically racialist extermination because it admitted no
salvation even for women and children.46

A more pragmatic criticism of the totalitarian model complains that
its image of an efficient all-encompassing mechanism prevents us from
grasping the disorderly character of Hitler’s rule, which reduced govern-
ment to personal fiefdoms unable to discuss policy options and choose
among them rationally.47 Mussolini, assuming multiple cabinet ministries
himself but unable to impose orderly priorities on any of them, did no bet-
ter. The totalitarian image may evoke powerfully the dreams and aspira-
tions of dictators, but it actually obstructs any examination of the vital
matter of how effectively fascist regimes managed to embed themselves in
the half-compliant, half-recalcitrant societies they ruled.

The older concept of political religion—it dates to the French
Revolution—was quickly applied to fascism, as well as to communism,
and not only by their enemies.48 At the level of broad analogy, it points
usefully to the way fascism, like religion, mobilized believers around
sacred rites and words, excited them to self-denying fervor, and preached
a revealed truth that admitted no dissidence. Scrutinized more care-
fully,49 the concept of political religion turns out to encompass several
quite different issues. The most straightforward one is the many elements
that fascism borrows from the religious culture of the society it seeks to
penetrate. With its focus upon mechanisms, this subject tells us more
about taking root and about exercising power than about achieving
power.

A second element of the political religion concept is the more chal-
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lenging functional argument that fascism fills a void opened by the secu-
larization of society and morality.50 If this approach is meant to help
explain why fascism succeeded in some Christian countries rather than
others, it requires us to believe that the “ontological crisis” was more
severe in Germany and Italy than in France and Britain in the early twen-
tieth century—a case that might be difficult to make.

It also suggests that established religions and fascism are irreconcil-
able opponents—a third element of the political religion concept. In
Germany and Italy, however, the two had a complex relationship that did
not exclude cooperation. They joined forces against communism while
competing for the same terrain. While this situation led to a modus
vivendi in the Italian case, it generated a “destructive mimesis of Chris-
tianity”51 in the Nazi case. At the opposite extreme, fascism could pro-
duce something resembling an unauthorized Christian auxiliary in the
Romanian, Croat, and Belgian cases and an Islamic auxiliary, if we accept
as fascist some extra-European movements I considered in chapter 7.

The fascist leaders themselves, as we observed in chapter 1, called
their movements ideologies, and many interpreters have taken them at
their word. It is commonplace to see fascism defined by extracting com-
mon threads from party programs, by analogy with the other “isms.” This
works better for the other “isms,” founded in the era of educated elite poli-
tics. I tried earlier to suggest that fascism bears a different relation to ideas
than the nineteenth-century “isms,” and that intellectual positions (not
basic mobilizing passions like racial hatreds, of course) were likely to be
dropped or added according to the tactical needs of the moment. All the
“isms” did this, but only fascism had such contempt for reason and intel-
lect that it never even bothered to justify its shifts.52

Nowadays cultural studies are replacing intellectual history as the
strategy of choice for elucidating the attraction and efficacity of fascism.53

As early as World War II, the American ethnographer Gregory Bateson
employed “the sort of analysis that an anthropologist applies to the
mythology of a primitive or modern people” to pick apart the themes and
techniques of the Nazi propaganda film Hitler Youth Quex. Bateson
believed that “this film . . . must tell us about the psychology of its makers,
and tell us perhaps more than they intended to tell.”54 Since the 1970s and
increasingly today, decoding the culture of fascist societies by an anthro-
pological or ethnographical gaze has become a fashionable intellectual
strategy. It shows vividly how fascist movements and regimes presented
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themselves. The main problem with cultural studies of fascist imagery
and rhetoric is their frequent failure to ask how influential these were.
This rule has important exceptions, such as Luisa Passerini’s study of the
popular memory of Fascism in the Italian city of Turin in the 1980s.55

Generally, however, the study of fascist culture by itself does not explain
how fascists acquired the power to control culture, nor how deeply into
popular consciousness fascist culture penetrated in competition with
either preexisting religious, familial, or community values or with com-
mercialized popular culture.

In any event, culture differs so profoundly from one national setting
and one period to another that it is hard to find any cultural program
common to all fascist movements, or to all the stages. The macho restora-
tion of a threatened patriarchy, for example, comes close to being a uni-
versal fascist value, but Mussolini advocated female suffrage in his first
program, and Hitler did not mention gender issues in his 25 Points. Since
Mussolini favored the avant-garde, at least until the 1930s, while Hitler
preferred conventional postcard art, it is unlikely that we can identify a
single immutable fascist style or aesthetic that would apply to all the
national cases.56

A less-often-mentioned problem with cultural studies of fascism arises
from their failure to make comparisons. Comparison is essential, and it
reveals that some countries with a powerful cultural preparation (France,
for example) became fascist only by conquest (if then). The effect of fas-
cist propaganda also needs to be compared with that of commercial
media, which was clearly greater even in fascist countries. Hollywood,
Beale Street, and Madison Avenue probably gave more trouble to fascist
dreams of cultural control than the whole liberal and socialist opposition
put together.57 The handwriting was on the wall for those dreams one day
in 1937 when Mussolini’s oldest son, Vittorio, gave his youngest brother
Romano a picture of Duke Ellington, and started the boy down the road
to a postwar career as a rather good jazz pianist.58

All in all, no one interpretation of fascism seems to have carried the
day decisively to everyone’s satisfaction.

Boundaries

We cannot understand fascism well without tracing clear boundaries with
superficially similar forms. The task is difficult because fascism was widely
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imitated, especially during the 1930s, when Germany and Italy seemed
more successful than the democracies. Borrowings from fascism turned
up as far away from their European roots as Bolivia and China.59

The simplest boundary separates fascism from classical tyranny. The
exiled moderate socialist Gaetano Salvemini, having abandoned his chair
as professor of history at Florence and moved to London and then to Har-
vard because he could not bear to teach without saying what he thought,
pointed to the essential difference when he wondered why “Italians felt
the need to get rid of their free institutions” at the very moment when they
should be taking pride in them, and when they “should step forward
toward a more advanced democracy.”60 Fascism, for Salvemini, meant set-
ting aside democracy and due process in public life, to the acclamation of
the street. It is a phenomenon of failed democracies, and its novelty was
that, instead of simply clamping silence upon citizens as classical tyranny
had done since earliest times, it found a technique to channel their pas-
sions into the construction of an obligatory domestic unity around proj-
ects of internal cleansing and external expansion. We should not use the
term fascism for predemocratic dictatorships. However cruel, they lack
the manipulated mass enthusiasm and demonic energy of fascism, along
with the mission of “giving up free institutions” for the sake of national
unity, purity, and force.

Fascism is easily confused with military dictatorship, for both fascist
leaders militarized their societies and placed wars of conquest at the very
center of their aims. Guns61 and uniforms were a fetish with them. In the
1930s, fascist militias were all uniformed (as, indeed, were socialist militias
in that colored-shirt era),62 and fascists have always wanted to turn society
into an armed fraternity. Hitler, newly installed as chancellor of Ger-
many, made the mistake of dressing in a civilian trenchcoat and hat when
he went to Venice on June 14, 1934, for his first meeting with the more se-
nior Mussolini, “resplendent with uniform and dagger.”63 Thereafter the
Führer appeared in uniform on public occasions—sometimes a brown
party jacket, later often an unadorned military tunic. But while all fas-
cisms are always militaristic, military dictatorships are not always fascist.
Most military dictators have acted simply as tyrants, without daring to
unleash the popular excitement of fascism. Military dictatorships are far
commoner than fascisms, for they have no necessary connection to a
failed democracy and have existed since there have been warriors.

The boundary separating fascism from authoritarianism is more sub-
tle, but it is one of the most essential for understanding.64 I have already
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used the term, or the similar one of traditional dictatorship, in discuss-
ing Spain, Portugal, Austria, and Vichy France. The fascist-authoritarian
boundary was particularly hard to trace in the 1930s, when regimes that
were, in reality, authoritarian donned some of the decor of that period’s
successful fascisms. Although authoritarian regimes often trample civil
liberties and are capable of murderous brutality, they do not share fas-
cism’s urge to reduce the private sphere to nothing. They accept ill-
defined though real domains of private space for traditional “intermediary
bodies” like local notables, economic cartels and associations, officer
corps, families, and churches. These, rather than an official single party,
are the main agencies of social control in authoritarian regimes. Authori-
tarians would rather leave the population demobilized and passive, while
fascists want to engage and excite the public.65 Authoritarians want a
strong but limited state. They hesitate to intervene in the economy, as fas-
cism does readily, or to embark on programs of social welfare. They cling
to the status quo rather than proclaim a new way.66

General Francisco Franco, for example, who led the Spanish army in
revolt against the Spanish republic in July 1936 and became the dictator of
Spain in 1939, clearly borrowed some aspects of rule from his ally Mus-
solini. He called himself Caudillo (leader) and made the fascist Falange
the only party. During World War II and after, the Allies treated Franco as
a partner of the Axis. That impression was fortified by the bloodiness of
the Franquist repression, which may have killed as many as two hundred
thousand people between 1939 and 1945, and by the regime’s efforts to
close down cultural and economic contact with the outside world.67 In
April 1945 Spanish officials attended a memorial mass for Hitler. A month
later, however, the Caudillo explained to his followers that “it was neces-
sary to lower some of the [Falange’s] sails.”68

Thereafter Franco’s Spain,69 always more Catholic than fascist, built
its authority upon traditional pillars such as the Church, big landowners,
and the army, essentially charging them instead of the state or the ever-
weaker Falange with social control. Franco’s state intervened little in the
economy, and made little effort to regulate the daily life of people as long
as they were passive.

The Estado Novo of Portugal70 differed from fascism even more pro-
foundly than Franco’s Spain. Salazar was, in effect, the dictator of Portu-
gal, but he preferred a passive public and a limited state where social
power remained in the hands of the Church, the army, and the big
landowners. In July 1934, Dr. Salazar actually suppressed an indigenous
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Portuguese fascist movement, National Syndicalism, accusing it of “exal-
tation of youth, the cult of force through so-called direct action, the prin-
ciple of the superiority of state political power in social life, the propensity
for organizing the masses behind a political leader”—not a bad descrip-
tion of fascism.71

Vichy France, the regime that replaced the parliamentary republic
after the defeat of 1940,72 was certainly not fascist at the outset, for it had
neither a single party nor parallel institutions. A governing system in
which France’s traditional select civil service ran the state, with enhanced
roles for the military, the Church, technical experts, and established eco-
nomic and social elites, falls clearly into the authoritarian category. After
the German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 brought the
French Communist Party into open resistance and obliged the German
occupation to become much harsher in order to support total war, Vichy
and its policy of collaboration with Nazi Germany faced mounting oppo-
sition. Parallel organizations appeared in the fight against the Resistance:
the Milice or supplementary police, “special sections” of the law courts
for expeditious trials of dissidents, the Police for Jewish Affairs. But even
though, as we saw in chapter 4, a few Paris fascists were given important
posts at Vichy in the last days of the regime, they served as individuals
rather than as chiefs of an official single party.

What Is Fascism?

The moment has come to give fascism a usable short handle, even though
we know that it encompasses its subject no better than a snapshot encom-
passes a person.

Fascism may be defined as a form of political behavior marked by
obsessive preoccupation with community decline, humiliation, or victim-
hood and by compensatory cults of unity, energy, and purity, in which a
mass-based party of committed nationalist militants, working in uneasy
but effective collaboration with traditional elites, abandons democratic
liberties and pursues with redemptive violence and without ethical or
legal restraints goals of internal cleansing and external expansion.

To be sure, political behavior requires choices, and choices—as my
critics hasten to point out—bring us back to underlying ideas. Hitler and
Mussolini, scornful of the “materialism” of socialism and liberalism,
insisted on the centrality of ideas to their movements. Not so, retorted
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many antifascists who refuse to grant them such dignity. “National Social-
ism’s ideology is constantly shifting,” Franz Neumann observed. “It has
certain magical beliefs—leadership adoration, supremacy of the master
race—but [it] is not laid down in a series of categorical and dogmatic pro-
nouncements.”73 On this point, this book is drawn toward Neumann’s
position, and I examined at some length in chapter 1 the peculiar rela-
tionship of fascism to its ideology—simultaneously proclaimed as central,
yet amended or violated as expedient.74 Nevertheless, fascists knew what
they wanted. One cannot banish ideas from the study of fascism, but one
can situate them accurately among all the factors that influence this com-
plex phenomenon. One can steer between two extremes: fascism con-
sisted neither of the uncomplicated application of its program, nor of
freewheeling opportunism.

I believe that the ideas that underlie fascist actions are best deduced
from those actions, for some of them remain unstated and implicit in fas-
cist public language. Many of them belong more to the realm of visceral
feelings than to the realm of reasoned propositions. In chapter 2 I called
them “mobilizing passions”:

• a sense of overwhelming crisis beyond the reach of any tradi-
tional solutions;

• the primacy of the group, toward which one has duties superior
to every right, whether individual or universal, and the subordi-
nation of the individual to it;

• the belief that one’s group is a victim, a sentiment that justifies
any action, without legal or moral limits, against its enemies,
both internal and external;

• dread of the group’s decline under the corrosive effects of indi-
vidualistic liberalism, class conflict, and alien influences;

• the need for closer integration of a purer community, by consent
if possible, or by exclusionary violence if necessary;

• the need for authority by natural chiefs (always male), culmi-
nating in a national chieftain who alone is capable of incarnat-
ing the group’s historical destiny;

• the superiority of the leader’s instincts over abstract and universal
reason;

• the beauty of violence and the efficacy of will, when they are
devoted to the group’s success;
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• the right of the chosen people to dominate others without
restraint from any kind of human or divine law, right being
decided by the sole criterion of the group’s prowess within a
Darwinian struggle.

Fascism according to this definition, as well as behavior in keeping
with these feelings, is still visible today. Fascism exists at the level of Stage
One within all democratic countries—not excluding the United States.
“Giving up free institutions,” especially the freedoms of unpopular groups,
is recurrently attractive to citizens of Western democracies, including
some Americans. We know from tracing its path that fascism does not
require a spectacular “march” on some capital to take root; seemingly
anodyne decisions to tolerate lawless treatment of national “enemies” is
enough. Something very close to classical fascism has reached Stage Two
in a few deeply troubled societies. Its further progress is not inevitable,
however. Further fascist advances toward power depend in part upon the
severity of a crisis, but also very largely upon human choices, especially
the choices of those holding economic, social, and political power. Deter-
mining the appropriate responses to fascist gains is not easy, since its cycle
is not likely to repeat itself blindly. We stand a much better chance of
responding wisely, however, if we understand how fascism succeeded in
the past.
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At this point, we know everything there is to know about Donald Trump. His

diehard admirers—not all seventy-four million people who voted for him in
the 2020 election but his immovable base, maybe thirty per cent of Republicans—

admire him still, now more than ever. Is he a racist? Sure, by many de nitions. Is
he a sexual abuser? Yes, according to at least one jury. Is he corrupt? Cartoonishly

so. Would he like to be a “dictator”? Perhaps, if you take him at his word,
although, on second thought, his word is famously unreliable. Yet he is his party’s

presumptive nominee, without even having to sweat for it, and, if you believe most
polls, he is favored to win in November.

Among the nonadmirers, the debate continues. Not about whether all of this is
no-good, very bad news but about how, exactly, Trump and Trumpism are bad—

how to put the man and the movement in historical context. “He is an
authoritarian personality devoid of any commitment to the rule of law, political

tradition, or even ideology,” the emeritus Columbia historian Robert O. Paxton
wrote, in 2017, in Harper’s Magazine. “Are we therefore looking at a fascist? Not

really.” Paxton, one of the preëminent scholars of twentieth-century European
Fascism, acknowledged that many elements of Trump’s rhetorical style and

political program were “fascist staples.” Still, the dissimilarities, in his view,
outweighed the similarities.
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But history keeps happening, and historians’ minds can change. Here’s Paxton

again, a few days after January 6, 2021, contra himself. The headline, in Newsweek,
was “I’ve Hesitated to Call Donald Trump a Fascist. Until Now.” “Trump’s

incitement of the invasion of the Capitol,” Paxton wrote, “crosses a red line. The
label now seems not just acceptable but necessary.”

The latter piece is collected in the new volume “Did It Happen Here?:
Perspectives on Fascism and America” (Norton), which brings together a lot of

short essays like Paxton’s: scholars and journalists writing in an urgent (sometimes
breathless) persuasive mode. It would be a stretch to call it light reading, but it

does go quickly, in part because it’s full of such reversals. Spend a few pages with
Sarah Churchwell, an Americanist at the University of London, and it’s easy to

entertain the possibility that the shoe ts (“It matters very little whether Trump is
a fascist in his heart if he’s fascist in his actions”). Flip to Richard J. Evans, an

emeritus Cambridge historian, and suddenly the clown shoes look several sizes too
big (“American democracy is damaged, but it survives”). The collection starts with

what it calls “classic texts” (Umberto Eco’s “Ur-Fascism,” Hannah Arendt’s “The
Seeds of a Fascist International”) before turning to contemporary concerns

(climate change, social media) and reconsiderations of the classics, with every side
citing Arendt for its purpose. “Arendt cautioned against prematurely crying

totalitarianism in a U.S. context,” the writer Rebecca Panovka notes, quite
reasonably, although, of course, Arendt also wouldn’t have wanted us to sound the

alarm too late. The Princeton philosopher Jan-Werner Müller is not convinced (at
least so far) that Trumpism is a species of fascism—he prefers to call it “far-right

populism”—yet he concedes the simple point that “it would be foolish to start
re ecting on fascism only when it is fully edged.” Gaze at the whole picture for

long enough, and you can will yourself to see the line drawing as either a rabbit or
a duck; trying to see both perspectives at once is a good way to expand your

dystopic imagination, or to give yourself a headache. Did it happen here? To
misquote another democratically elected, democratically impeached President, it

depends on what the de nition of “it” is.
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Does it matter? Or is this just semantic hairsplitting—a coterie of blinkered

progressives trying to police one another’s language? Many of the writers in the
collection are deceased, European, or ensconced at élite universities in Connecticut

or Massachusetts—not exactly key swing demographics in the 2024 election.
There are no Never Trump Republicans represented in the book, much less full-

throated Trump apologists. Yet the purpose of a collection like this is not
representation but analytical precision. Historical context is indispensable, but

Trumpism is not mere history. It shapes our present, and it could dominate our
future. Something happened here. If we can’t be clear-eyed about what it was, then

how can we prepare for what might happen here—maybe again, maybe anew—in
a few months?

f Fascism is a distinctly historical phenomenon, something that took place only
in Western Europe in the middle of the twentieth century, then it can’t happen

here, by de nition. (As the old Internet joke goes, it’s only true fascism if it comes
from Italy; otherwise, it’s just sparkling authoritarianism.) As soon as you allow

for a broader de nition, though, the debate becomes more subjective. In the
nineteen-teens, Benito Mussolini adopted the fasces, a bundle of sticks with an

axe at its center, as a symbol of military might and unity of purpose. Even in its
original form, fascism represented a bunch of con icting impulses bound together

—“a beehive of contradictions,” in Eco’s words. (Some have claimed that
Trumpism is too devoid of consistent ideological content to be mapped onto any

previous movement; others have countered that its uidity makes it more like
fascism, not less.) The sociologist Dylan Riley, in the New Left Review, writes that

“the interwar fascist regimes were a product of inter-imperial warfare and
capitalist crisis, combined with a revolutionary threat from the left.” He argues

that the structural conditions in the contemporary U.S.—no military draft, a
“smaller, weaker” left, and a relatively stable two-party system—do not justify the

comparison. “Preparing for war,” Evans points out, “de ned fascist theory and
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praxis.” Trump does enjoy a military parade, but, Evans continues, “there is no

indication . . . that he has been consumed by a desire for foreign conquest.”

Paxton, in his canonical 2004 book, “The Anatomy of Fascism,” attempts to de ne

fascism in one overbrimming sentence: “a form of political behavior marked by
obsessive preoccupation with community decline . . . in which a mass-based party

of committed nationalist militants, working in uneasy but effective collaboration
with traditional elites, abandons democratic liberties and pursues . . . internal

cleansing and external expansion.” A nation in decline, which only one man can
make great again? Trumpism clearly checks that box. Most of the others are more

ambiguous. Death camps and Lebensraum—that’s internal cleansing and external
expansion, of the prototypical fascist variety. But Manifest Destiny and forever

wars? Is that fascism, or just America? When Trump told the Proud Boys to
“stand back and stand by,” was he trying to collaborate with committed nationalist

militants, or just mouthing off? Was Trump’s brutal approach to the southern
border a step toward “internal cleansing,” or a more callous version of politics as

usual?

Had the fascism question stayed on this plane, it could have been a passionate but

relatively straightforward debate about what is or isn’t true. Instead, like
everything else, it passed through the negative-polarization lters of American

politics, becoming both an ontological question and a sociological signi er. Once
mainstream Democrats like Hillary Clinton and Joe Biden started talking about

Trump as a unique threat to American democracy—presumably both because they
believed it and because they believed it to be electorally advantageous—the

question of whether Trumpism represented a democratic emergency got all mixed
up with the question of whether you wanted to be the kind of person who agrees

with mainstream Democrats. And so, even before Trump took office, and long
before he started publicly musing that he might not leave, the debate became an

overdetermined meta-debate, and it’s been stuck at a what-we-talk-about-when-
we-talk-about level of abstraction ever since. Where you stand on it is sometimes
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understood to be a proxy for where you stand on a range of other questions—to

begin with, the question of what got us into this mess in the rst place. For people
who fundamentally think of Trump as an aberration, a bronzed blimp that oated

in on an ill wind and will one day drift away, the main thing to avoid may be
normalizing Trumpism, allowing it to become the new status quo. For those who

are more disposed to see Trump’s policies as continuous with, say, those of Bill
Clinton and George W. Bush, the greater danger, as the Yale historian Samuel

Moyn puts it, would be to normalize “the status quo ante Trump,” distracting us
“from how we made Trump over decades.” There are good-faith and bad-faith

versions of this debate. (If you want to participate in the worst version, there’s an
app for that, now called X.) Yet even the most high-minded forms still include a

surprising amount of straw-manning and motivated reasoning. In truth, not even
the most stolid skeptic maintains that Trump is a perfectly normal politician, and

not even the most histrionic #Resistance foot soldier believes that Trump is
literally Orange Hitler.

“The way forward is to put the fascism debate to rest,” Daniel Steinmetz-Jenkins,
a historian at Wesleyan and the editor of “Did It Happen Here?,” writes in his

introduction—a bit like welcoming guests to a dinner party by promising them
that it will be over soon. If the goal of the book is to settle the fascism debate once

and for all, then it’s not clear that it succeeds. Humanities scholars are people who
can answer any yes-or-no question with a protracted “maybe,” and the collection is

an engaging exercise in getting there. But academics have their leanings, and
Steinmetz-Jenkins angles his volume so that it inclines away from alarmism and

toward what can be called de ationism. The heart of the book is a section titled
“On Fascism Analogies,” and the heart of that section is a 2020 essay by Moyn,

“The Trouble with Comparisons.” (If the book were a dinner party, Moyn would
be its middler, with the rest of the table nodding to or recoiling from his

provocations.) “The only real question is whether, when the stirrings of fascism are
rede ned as the thing itself, there is an analytical cost,” he writes. He thinks that

there is a cost, and that it’s not worth bearing, because “abnormalizing Trump
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disguises that he is quintessentially American, the expression of enduring and

indigenous syndromes.”

Moyn writes that, in the early days of the Trump Administration, “I confess I

found the reductio ad Hitlerum annoying.” It’s not much of a confession. In August,
2017, Moyn co-authored a Times op-ed under the headline “Trump Isn’t a Threat

to Our Democracy. Hysteria Is,” writing, “The sky is not falling and no lights are
ashing red.” He was building on “Tyrannophobia,” a seminal paper by two law

professors who contend that overreaction to the threat of tyranny in the United
States has done more damage than tyranny itself. Moyn’s piece happened to be

published hours before hundreds of white supremacists held a violent rally in
Charlottesville, Virginia. This coincidence may not have debunked his argument

—after all, the neo-Nazis did not topple the American republic—but it did not
endear him to many Times commenters. Yet needling the Times’ commentariat,

from the left, appears to be one of Moyn’s favorite pastimes. (In December, he did
it again, arguing that the Supreme Court should unanimously overturn the

Colorado decision barring Trump from the state’s Presidential primary ballot,
which is, of course, what the Court eventually did. “I’m still miffed they closed

comments at 3,900,” he tweeted. “Just kidding.”)

Moyn is an erudite and proli c writer (and blurber—he is to the scholarly

monograph what the author Gary Shteyngart once was to the début novel). In
addition to being an intellectual historian, he is a law professor, and he has a way

of reframing the questions presented so that the opposing counsel’s theory of the
case seems slightly ridiculous. Watch him dispatch an essay by Tamsin Shaw, a

political theorist at N.Y.U., in a single sentence: “William Barr is the
reincarnation of Carl Schmitt, the evil genius of National Socialism, Tamsin Shaw

wrote in the New York Review of Books, except that our attorney general has done
his worst by letting some louts out of their lies and pursuing causes with roots

deep in American history.” But “reincarnation” and “evil genius” are Moyn’s
caricatures, not Shaw’s. She does not say that Barr and other Trump officials were
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plotting a Thousand-Year Reich. Rather, she argues that they adapted Schmitt’s

“primally political distinction between friend and enemy” to their present-day
purposes, extending “the protection of the rule of law” to their friends but not

their enemies. Nor is she blind to Trumpism’s roots in mainstream American
history; she identi es a Schmittian strain on the American right at least as far

back as the nineteen-nineties, when Barr, as George H. W. Bush’s Attorney
General, helped clean up the mess from the Iran-Contra scandal.

Shaw could have emphasized even deeper roots. According to “Hitler’s American
Model: The United States and the Making of Nazi Race Law,” by James Q.

Whitman, the Nazis got some of their worst ideas from us; “Caste: The Origins of
Our Discontents,” by Isabel Wilkerson, dilates on the resemblances between the

Nuremberg laws and anti-miscegenation laws in Texas and North Carolina;
“Prequel: An American Fight Against Fascism,” by Rachel Maddow, quotes Hitler

telling an American reporter, in 1931, “I regard Henry Ford as my inspiration.” In
“The Anatomy of Fascism,” Paxton suggests that the Ku Klux Klan in the post-

Civil War South could be thought of as a proto-fascist movement; he was echoing
a claim laid out years earlier, and more forcefully, by Amiri Baraka. A forthcoming

book about conservatism in the early nineties, John Ganz’s lively and
kaleidoscopic “When the Clock Broke,” also presents fascist sympathies as

quintessentially American. (In a chapter on Sam Francis, a proponent of
“respectable racism” and an in uential Washington Times columnist, Francis is

quoted, in the late eighties, referring to himself as “ ‘a fascist,’ pronounced the
Italian way.”) When American politics is compared to European fascism, the

standard de ationist impulse is to reduce the analogy to a reductio, lest American
readers use it as an excuse to treat Trump as exotic and let the rest of us off the

hook. But perhaps the comparison should have the opposite effect, urging us
toward deeper self-re ection by linking what is most shameful in our past to what

is most galling in our present. “Interpretation is just what historians do,” the
Harvard professor Peter Gordon argues in another essay. “Those who say that we

must forgo analogies . . . are not defending history; they are condemning it to
helpless silence.”
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One classic text not anthologized in “Did It Happen Here?” is “What Is

Fascism?,” the oft-quoted essay published by George Orwell in 1944. “As
used, the word ‘Fascism’ is almost entirely meaningless,” he wrote. “I have heard it

applied to farmers, shopkeepers, Social Credit . . . astrology, women, dogs and I do
not know what else.” (This is as true today as it was then. I have seen the F-word

applied to Russia, Ukraine, Hamas, Israel, the Catholic Church, academia, and
London’s Metropolitan Police—and that was just from one recent perusal of X,

and not a very thorough one.) Orwell later pointed out that many such words,
including “democracy, socialism, freedom,” had been similarly distorted. (Bernie

Sanders, Barack Obama, and Mitch McConnell have all been maligned as
socialists; Sweden calls itself a democracy, but so does North Korea.) Yet Orwell

was clear that semantic confusion was no excuse for quietism: “Since you don’t
know what Fascism is, how can you struggle against Fascism? One need not

swallow such absurdities as this.”

Right now, if I had to take a binary position on whether Trump is a fascist, I

would lean toward no. Even though his repertoire is still full of what Paxton called
“fascist staples”—arguably, the staples grow only more deranged and draconian

over time—I worry that the epithet, as used, often obscures more than it
illuminates. But there are plenty of disconcerting labels, such as “competitive

authoritarianism,” that don’t seem like a stretch to me. Besides, history keeps
happening, and I’d be willing to change my mind. By another binary metric,

de ationism versus alarmism, I suppose this would make me relatively open to
alarmism, or at least not re exively averse to it. We live in a weird and contingent

world, and I’d prefer to have a wide enough dystopic imagination to be ready for
whatever comes next.

Trump’s bluster is famously unreliable, but, since 2021, he has called for the
“termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the

Constitution”; he has referred to his political opponents as “vermin”; and he seems
prepared to wield the levers of state more ruthlessly in a second term (including,
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among many other proposals, potentially using the Insurrection Act and other

emergency powers to militarize the border). Doesn’t some of this sound a little
fascist, at least aspirationally? Alarmists often come off as wild-eyed and silly;

de ationists, in contrast, get to seem coolheaded and digni ed. But
“Tyrannophobia,” the law paper Moyn cites, notes that “rational actors should

update their risk estimates in the light of experience.” When does a commitment
to de ationism risk turning into denialism?

To be clear, Moyn and other skeptics are making a keen and necessary
intervention. There certainly are people—in the media, in Congress, on the

speaking circuit—who nd it convenient to “scapegoat Trump, as if he were an
alien in our midst,” as Moyn puts it. Anyone who watches too much cable news

might get the impression that we’re always moments away from a brave knight
who will nally lance the bronze blimp ( James Comey! Robert Mueller!

Impeachment! Second impeachment! The Supreme Court! Fani Willis!), at which
point the skies will clear, the seraphim will sing, and we’ll go back to the good old

days of Ronald Reagan and Tip O’Neill. But Moyn is skeptical, both that the
 saga will have a tidy deus-ex-machina ending and that our political culture

was so healthy before Trump came along. Earlier this month, at a rally in Ohio,
Trump, during a riff on import tariffs, used the word “bloodbath,” prompting a

urry of frantic headlines. This, I have to confess, brought out my inner
de ationist. It was an admittedly macabre way to talk about trade policy, but I

cannot, no matter how many times I rewatch the clip, interpret it as a threat of a
guerrilla uprising. Yet it seems to me that Trump’s agrant glori cations of

vigilante violence are frequent enough that there is no need to puff up new ones.
That very rally began with him scowling and saluting sharply while listening to a

recording of the national anthem as performed by the J6 Prison Choir, a group of
January 6th rioters locked up for insurrection-related charges. Trump called them

“hostages” and “unbelievable patriots,” and implied that he might pardon them on
“the rst day we get into office.” Now that’s collaboration with committed

nationalist militants!
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If we’re going to be intellectually honest about the ways in which the fascism

analogy doesn’t hold, then we should also be willing to acknowledge the ways in
which it does. A few times last year, Trump repeated the talking point that

immigrants are “poisoning the blood of our country.” How can we promise to stop
making comparisons to Hitler when the leading candidate for President keeps

paraphrasing Hitler? (Trump, for his part, claimed to “know nothing about
Hitler,” although, according to a piece in Vanity Fair, he once kept the Führer’s

collected speeches next to his bed.) In August, 2022, when Biden referred to the
Trumpian “philosophy” as “semi-fascist,” he got a lot of pushback for the term, but

I’ve come to think that “semi-fascist” might be as apt a description as any. Qualify
it how you want: semi-fascist, proto-fascist, would-be authoritarian, “fasc-ish.”

Moyn uses the phrase “the stirrings of fascism”—I’m ne with that one, too. What
I like about all these quali cations is that they accurately connote instability. To

refer to a proto-something, or to the stirrings of something, is to imply that the
phenomenon has not reached its nal form; it might resolve on its own, or it

might get worse. In short, Moyn is right that there is an analytical cost when “the
stirrings of fascism are rede ned as the thing itself,” but he is wrong that this is the

only real question. Another question is whether there is an analytical cost when
the stirrings of fascism are rede ned as nothing at all, or at least as nothing to

worry about.

n 2021, the podcast “Know Your Enemy” conducted its own tour of the fascism

meta-debate. One of the co-hosts, Sam Adler-Bell, said that he found a lot of
the discourse frustrating because “so much of it is a sublimated con ict over

present-day political strategy.” If Trump was just putting a more vulgar face on
Republican politics as usual, some pundits argued, then maybe the best way to

oppose him was to take a risk on a leftist insurgent such as Bernie Sanders; if
Trump truly represented a unique democratic emergency, though, then maybe the

left needed to pipe down, join the popular front, and support the establishment
Democrat. Second-order considerations like this obscured the rst-order question

of what was actually happening. They also attened long-standing policy debates

6/29/24, 5:32 PM Why We Can’t Stop Arguing About Whether Trump Is a Fascist | The New Yorker

https://www.newyorker.com/books/under-review/why-we-cant-stop-arguing-about-whether-trump-is-a-fascist 11/17



into more immediate markers of factional affiliation. The anti-Trump tent is a big

one, and the F-word came to be seen as a dividing line running down the middle.
In some circles, emphasizing the discrepancies between Trumpism and fascism

became a way to stay safely on the left side of the tent; to emphasize too many
similarities was to risk drifting toward the other side, where Bill Kristol and James

Comey eat canapés and reminisce about the war on terror. (Madeleine Albright,
who served as a Secretary of State under Bill Clinton, published a book titled

“Fascism: A Warning,” in 2018; several of the writers in “Did It Happen Here?”
invoke Albright or her book, brandishing its very existence as their own kind of

reductio, although they never say a word about what’s in it.) At its most petty and
oversimpli ed, the fascism question became yet another way for the left to play

one of its oldest parlor games: progressives accusing other progressives of being
useful idiots for centrism. Or, as Adler-Bell later put it in a semi-ironic tweet, “Just

clarifying that I’m worried about fascism in the cool leftist way not the cringey
resistance lib way. ”

It does no one any good to distort the facts in service of a hypothetical strategy.
You can oppose  lockdowns without ignoring the transmission rates; you can

abhor the Patriot Act without denying the existence of terrorism. Similarly, you
can oppose Biden, or the forever wars, or the liberal establishment, and still think

that Trumpism is a democratic emergency. Instead of calibrating your observations
to some tactical calculus, you can describe what you see in plain terms, even if,

horror of horrors, you risk nding yourself in agreement with Madeleine Albright.
One irony of the fascism meta-debate is that, although it became an article of

faith that playing up Sanders’s electability required downplaying the severity of
the Trumpian menace, the opposite may have been true all along. If part of

Trump’s appeal lay in what Jan-Werner Müller calls “right-wing populism,” then
maybe the most pragmatic way to counter that appeal was to nominate a left-wing

populist.
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Müller’s de nition of far-right populism is idiosyncratic, but, of all the diagnoses

on offer, I think it’s the best t. “Right-wing authoritarian populists ultimately
reduce all political questions to questions of belonging,” he writes. In his view, far-

right populism “is not so much about antielitism, but about antipluralism:
populists hold that they, and only they, represent what they often call ‘the real

people.’ ” He sees “family resemblances,” therefore, not between Trump and the
textbook fascists but between Trump and the current “examples of a new

authoritarian quasi-normal”: Viktor Orbán, in Hungary; Recep Tayyip Erdoğan,
in Turkey; Narendra Modi, in India. In the end, Müller’s diagnosis that Trump is

not a fascist doesn’t come as much of a relief; he delivers the news like a doctor
telling you that you don’t have cancer, but that what you do have might be

terminal. “None of this should be taken as a reason to be less concerned,” he
writes. “Far-right populism really does destroy democracy.”

Analogies are not equivalences. Trump isn’t Hitler. Trump isn’t Mussolini, or Silvio
Berlusconi, or Giorgia Meloni. Trump isn’t even Trump—he was pro-choice

before he was pro-life, he was for the Iraq War before he was against it, and he
can’t even make up his mind about whether to ban TikTok. To know when we

ought to panic, it’s helpful to know what to look out for, and Müller’s framework
gives us a clearer idea of the shape contemporary authoritarianism is likely to take.

Don’t think armband insignias, tanks in the streets, and martial law; think lawfare,
sophisticated cronyism, surveillance, and counter-majoritarian restrictions on

reproductive rights and voting access and academic freedom. “Today’s threats to
democracy don’t parallel 20th-century experiences,” Müller wrote in the London

Review of Books, in 2019. “One of the reasons we are not witnessing the second
coming of a particular anti-democratic past is simply that today’s anti-democrats

have learned from history too.”

If “Did It Happen Here?” gives Moyn the middle seat, then Corey Robin, his

fellow-skeptic, gets the last word. In an article titled “Trump and the Trapped
Country,” originally published in The New Yorker, Robin, a political scientist at
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Brooklyn College, presents Trump not as a strongman but as a weak, thwarted

President whose tenure, like much of the Obama Presidency, was characterized by
“a paralysis of political agency . . . an era in which the call of the voters is answered

by the palsy of our institutions.” Robin makes a compelling case: it’s indisputable
that much of Trump’s agenda was blocked by a dysfunctional Congress and a

counter-majoritarian Supreme Court. The same could be said of the Biden
Administration. Partisan deadlock is one structural impediment to a sudden

authoritarian breakthrough; so are the anti-democratic libuster, the sclerotic two-
party system, and the lamentably high bar to amending the Constitution. There

are many reasons it may not happen here. An even simpler reason is that Trump is
a vain, distractible dilettante. Still, even if he isn’t capable of bending the system to

his will, his party, now largely reshaped in his image, seems increasingly willing to
do it for him. The de ationists play a crucial role, but it would be a mistake to

slide from de ationism to quietism. Since we don’t have an exemplary democracy,
how can we worry about losing it? One need not swallow such absurdities as this.

The sky has not fallen, but, for years, many people have warned that lights are
ashing red, or at least yellow. The Harvard political scientists Steven Levitsky

and Daniel Ziblatt made a best-selling case for concern in their book “How
Democracies Die,” in 2018, and they updated their argument last year, in “Tyranny

of the Minority.” Ari Berman, a voting-rights journalist, builds on this literature in
“Minority Rule,” which will be published in April. Viktor Orbán, maybe the most

adroit of the far-right populists, didn’t kill Hungarian democracy the rst time he
became Prime Minister, in 1998. He lost the rst time he ran for reëlection, in

2002, and, although he never fully accepted the legitimacy of that election, he
remained in the opposition until 2010. Then he came back, entrenched his power,

and worked with his party to chip away at the state—patiently, clinically, not like a
twentieth-century fascist but like a twenty- rst-century authoritarian. “Orbán

doesn’t need to kill us, he doesn’t need to jail us,” Tibor Dessewffy, a Hungarian
sociologist, told me, in 2022. “He just keeps narrowing the space of public life. It’s

what’s happening in your country, too—the frog isn’t boiling yet, but the water is
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getting hotter.” I was there to report on CPAC, the American conservative

conference, which was being held in Budapest. This February, —the main
one, in Maryland—denied press credentials to reporters from HuffPost, the

Washington Post, and other “propagandist” outlets. Earlier this month, Trump
invited Orbán to Mar-a-Lago. Orbán posted some highlights on his Instagram: a

cover band played a stiff rendition of “Got to Get You Into My Life,” and Trump
took the stage to say a few words in his friend’s honor. “There’s nobody that’s

better, smarter, or a better leader than Viktor Orbán,” Trump declared. “He said,
‘This is the way it’s going to be,’ and that’s the end of it, right? He’s the boss.” ♦
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