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Understanding Richard Washburn
Child’s Authoritarian Personality:
From Theodor Adorno to the
Histories of Gender and Emotion

Katy Hull

1. Introduction: An Uncanny Resemblance

The origins of this article lie in a sense of recognition I felt when I read The
Authoritarian Personality. In 2019, I joined the thousands of readers of a new edition of
Adorno et al.’s 1950 book.! Like many others, I found an uncanny resemblance between
the forty-fifth president and the boastful, power-hungry, deceitful personality type
described by Adorno and his co-authors.? But Donald Trump was less on my mind than
another man. Born in 1881, Richard Washburn Child was a diplomat, writer, and
political operative. Child was chauvinistic, narcissistic, and manipulative. He was also a
fan of Mussolini’s Italy. I had been getting to know Child since 2015, by reading his
journalism in the Saturday Evening Post and his correspondence, which is housed in the
Library of Congress, National Archives, and Franklin D. Roosevelt Library. Reading The
Authoritarian Personality reinforced my hunch that Child’s personality had something to
do with his fascist sympathies.

Child was the US ambassador to Italy from 1921 until 1924. He was also a prolific author
and journalist; the Saturday Evening Post alone published over forty of his short stories
and more than sixty of his longform news articles.’ In 1928, Child gained further
prominence as the editor of Benito Mussolini’s English-language autobiography.* In
addition to his career as a writer, Child had experience working on political campaigns
and in government. His earliest political work was within the Progressive Party in 1912,
in a campaign position that put him in contact with the party’s leader, Theodore
Roosevelt.” At the Treasury Department during World War I, Child produced
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propaganda encouraging Americans to buy government bonds. After a stint as the
editor of Collier’s magazine, he joined the campaign team of the Republican presidential
candidate Warren Harding. He worked as an informal spokesperson for Harding’s
successor, Calvin Coolidge. In 1932, Child formed and chaired the League of Republicans
for Roosevelt—an organization of erstwhile Republicans who supported the Democratic
candidate in his bid for the presidency. It was a move that typified Child’s tendency to
prioritize his own career over party loyalty or ideological purity.

Historians have recognized Child’s contribution to the United States’ accommodating
relationship with fascist Italy in the 1920s and early 1930s, and have offered various
(and largely compatible) explanations for his fascist sympathies. Writing in the late
1970s, Gian Giacomo Migone argued that Child’s support for Mussolini’s regime was the
product of a Republican worldview that focused on making Europe safe for the
American dollar.” Building on Migone’s work, diplomatic historian David Schmitz
contextualized Child’s philo-fascism within the State Department’s policy of
appeasement in the interwar years.? In his 1972 Mussolini and Fascism: The View from
America, John Diggins, an intellectual historian, emphasized how a culture of insecurity
in the 1920s prompted some writers, including Child, to characterize Mussolini as a
synthesis of opposites—simultaneously a preserver of tradition and “a genius of
innovation.” Most recently, in The Machine Has a Soul: American Sympathy with Italian
Fascism, 1 argued that Child was attracted to fascism as an antidote to the spiritual
malaise and democratic decadence associated with American modernity.’* While
Migone, Schmitz, and Diggins did not discount psychological explanations for Child’s
fascist sympathies, they did suggest that his personality was beside the point. In my
own work, however, I pointed to a link between Child’s self-image and his admiration
of Mussolini.!

This article builds on my earlier contribution to provide more expansive insights into
Child’s authoritarian personality. Child was a conformist; by expressing admiration for
fascism in the Post (the most mainstream of mass-circulation magazines), he could
present himself as an upholder of conventions. He was xenophobic; fascist ideologies
supported his hatred of the Other. He was voraciously ambitious; association with il
Duce enabled him to tout himself as a confidant to one of the world’s most powerful
men. He was cynical—a trait that lent itself readily to fascist conceptions of elite rule
and inevitable war. Above all, Child was ostentatiously macho, and affiliation with
fascism reinforced his masculine self-image. A skeptical reader would suggest that
correlation is not causality, or that perhaps causality ran the other way—so that
exposure to Italian fascism made Child a conformist, prejudiced, ambitious, cynical,
poseur. But chronology does not support this interpretation, since evidence for these
personality traits runs through Child’s writing from the early 1900s, long before he
encountered Italian fascism.

The observation that Child was a potential fascist even before he found fascism is
compatible with The Authoritarian Persondlity’s main argument that some personality
types are more susceptible than others to fascism. Adorno et al. presented their
principal innovation, the F scale, as a measure of “fascist receptivity at the personality
level,” meaning that it could detect people who were liable to succumb to fascist
propaganda. The authors identified nine personality traits that correlated with
potential fascism:

a. Conventionalism. . ..
b. Authoritarian Submission: Submissive, uncritical attitude toward idealized moral
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authorities of the ingroup. . ..

c. Authoritarian Aggression: Tendency to be on the lookout for, and to condemn,

reject, and punish people who violate conventional values. . . .

d. Anti-intraception: Opposition to the subjective, the imaginative, the tender-

minded. . ..

e. Superstition and Stereotypy. . ..

f. Power and “Toughness”: ... identification with power figures ... exaggerated

assertion of strength. . ..

g. Destructiveness and Cynicism. . . .

h. Projectivity: The disposition to believe that wild and dangerous things go on in

the world. . . .

i. Sex: Exaggerated concern with sexual “goings-on.”*?
All were elements that I recognized in Child. Child’s personality also resembled one of
Adorno et al.’s case studies—a man with the pseudonym of Mack, who scored high on
the F scale. Mack yearned to “serve powerful interests and so participate in their
power.”* His ambitions stretched beyond “improving his lot” in any “ordinary
sociological sense,” to advancing “his status in a hierarchy.”** Rather than frankly
acknowledging his ambition, Mack tended to couch his aspirations in moral terms. This
refusal to recognize his selfish interests was consistent with Mack’s apparent
incapacity to reflect on the “conditions or determinants of his own behavior.”s
Although Mack espoused the “tenets of traditional conservatism,” he could best be
thought of as a “pseudoconservative,” since the “kind of change” he desired threatened
to undo the “very institutions” with which he purportedly identified.’* In these
descriptions of Mack, I could just as easily have been reading descriptions of Richard
Washburn Child.

The challenge before me was how to make sense of the similarities between Child and
the potentially fascist personality described by Adorno et al. This article proposes an
approach that draws on insights from the histories of gender and emotions to argue
that social norms and cultural conventions contributed to the construction of Child’s
personality. It aims both to add to existing explanations of Child’s fascist sympathies
and to suggest updated ways for scholars to understand and employ the concept of an
authoritarian personality. Part two describes the impetus for, methodology of, and
responses to The Authoritarian Persondlity. It explores how the authors’ reliance on
psychoanalytical explanations contributed both to the study’s initial impact as well as
its subsequent reputational decline. Part three examines how the histories of gender
and emotions can offer an alternative approach to psychoanalytical accounts of
authoritarian personalities by emphasizing the social construction of behavioral norms
and affective responses. Parts four and five apply these insights by analyzing the case
of Richard Washburn Child. Part four examines how normative conceptions of
masculinity influenced Child and encouraged him to support Italian fascism. Part five
suggests that socially-sanctioned behavior among elite, white men encouraged Child’s
animosity toward outsiders and attachment to power figures, and offered him no
incentive to examine or correct his belief systems and behavior. The conclusion reflects
on Adorno’s pessimistic suggestion that the authoritarian personality was embedded in
modernity. While the authoritarian personality type remains prevalent today,
theoretical insights from the histories of gender and emotions indicate that its
occurrence remains contingent on social and cultural circumstances.
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2. The Authoritarian Personality in History and
Historiography

The impetus for The Authoritarian Personality came from a credible anxiety that “it”"—
fascism—“could happen here,” in the United States.'” In the run-up to World War II,
populist figures, including Charles Coughlin and Gerald Smith, espoused antisemitic
conspiracy theories and adopted authoritarian styles of leadership and communication.
They garnered mass followings.”® The threat of homegrown far-right movements,
combined with the United States’ anemic response to the Holocaust, prompted the
American Jewish Committee (AJC) to commission five studies, under the series title
“Studies in Prejudice,” at the end of the Second World War. The AJC’s interests broadly
aligned with the research program of the Institute for Social Research (ISR or Frankfurt
School), comprised of Jewish exiles from Nazi Germany. Max Horkheimer, the
institute’s director, became the series editor. Leo Lowenthal, another member of the
ISR, co-authored an investigation into the rhetorical strategies of extremist agitators in
the United States.'” Theodor Adorno became the principal author in a study of the
psychological determinants of prejudice (which later assumed the title The Authoritarian
Persondlity) alongside three Berkeley-based psychologists—R. Nevitt Sanford, Else
Frenkel-Brunswick, and Daniel Levinson. As a Jewish refugee from Austria under
Nazism, Frenkel-Brunswick, like Adorno, had experienced the horrors of fascism
firsthand.?

Reflecting their combined expertise in sociology, psychology, and psychoanalysis,
Adorno et al. employed a multidisciplinary approach in their study. They based the
quantitative elements of their research on survey data: three questionnaires gauged
two thousand male and female respondents’ levels of ethnocentrism (E scale),
antisemitism (A-S scale), and politico-economic conservatism (PEC scale); a further
questionnaire measured their position on the potential fascist personality scale (F
scale). Clinical interviews with a group of around eighty subjects underpinned the
qualitative elements of the book.?! Psychoanalytical theories influenced both the design
of the study and the interpretations of results. For instance, whereas the researchers
devised the E, A-S, and PEC scales to measure respondents’ views on minoritized groups
and politics, they designed the F scale to detect subjects’ underlying ideas about
authority, personal relationships, and the self.?? The clinical interviews probed further
still, so as to ascertain how childhood “identification with, or rebellion against” parents
had shaped the individual.?? When accounting for Mack’s personality, for example, the
researchers theorized that his mother’s early death and his father’s distant parenting
style contributed to suppressed anger and fear. Mack’s authoritarian personality
derived from “deep-lying needs” formed in early childhood, they wrote.?

The mid-century zeitgeist primed Americans to receive The Authoritarian Personality.
Psychoanalysis was at its apex, both in terms of the number of trained practitioners
and the prestige conferred on the discipline.” Meanwhile, the McCarthyite purges
produced a sense of urgency among left-leaning academics to understand the sources
of mass conformity. As a result, Adorno et al.’s study found audiences in the fields of
social and child psychology, sociology, and political science. The idea of an
authoritarian personality also filtered into popular culture, with newspapers
headlining the study’s findings, and even offering do-it-yourself personality tests.? To
a large extent, attention crystalized around the F scale. Writing in 1955, two
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researchers identified over sixty studies that made direct use of the scale in the field of
psychology alone.” These ranged from one that investigated the link between neurosis
and authoritarianism to another that traced the relationship between authoritarian
attitudes and dreams.? But some scholars looked beyond the F Scale for inspiration. For
instance, the historian Richard Hofstadter used the concept of the pseudoconservative to
describe Joseph McCarthy’s adherents as people whose surface conventionality belied
“violence, anarchic impulses, and chaotic destructiveness in the unconscious sphere.”?

Interest in The Authoritarian Personality declined after the late 1960s. Methodological
issues accounted for part of the study’s waning reputation. For instance, critics charged
that the affirmative statements that underpinned the E, A-S, PEC, and F scales could
skew results, since submissive personalities (as well as the bored or impatient) would
be more likely to agree to any positive statement.’® Changes in the political and
intellectual climate also impacted the usefulness of the study. The Cold War cemented
conservatives’ view that left-wing authoritarianism abroad, rather than right-wing
authoritarianism at home, was the principal threat to democracy. The civil rights
movement and feminism helped to secure a liberal order, which—although contested—
seemed less under threat than in the 1930s and 1950s. Above all, psychoanalytical
approaches, which had once accounted for The Authoritarian Personality’s standing as a
cutting-edge study, contributed to its reputational decline. Adorno et al.’s arguments
that authoritarianism was rooted in “unconscious struggles, repressed hatreds,
projected hostilities, and so on” lost validity with the deterioration of Freud’s authority
in American academia and popular culture.*

While the influence of The Authoritarian Personality first flowed and then ebbed in the
disciplines of psychology, sociology, and political science, its impact on the study of
history remained constant—and limited. Hofstadter was a notable exception: most
historians took umbrage with psychological explanations for political trends. For
instance, in an influential study of far-right figures in the interwar years, Leo Ribuffo
argued that Adorno et al. erred in their portrayal of the authoritarian personality as
“irrational,” because this suggested that extremism could not be understood through
analysis of cultural and political forces.*> Federico Finchelstein, a historian of
transatlantic fascism, has recently expressed a similar point of view, writing that The
Authoritarian Personadlity offered a “a non-contextual or non-historical idea of fascism.”33
Ribuffo and Finchelstein suggest that, by drawing so heavily on Freudian theories,
Adorno et al. presented fascism as “ahistorical”’—as imbibed in the human experience
as mother’s milk.*

In the introduction to the new edition to The Authoritarian Personality, however, the
intellectual historian Peter Gordon implies that historians’ aversion to the book stems,
at least in part, from an incomplete reading of Adorno. Gordon emphasizes that Adorno
had reservations about purely psychoanalytical explanations for potential fascism. In
remarks prior to the book’s publication, Adorno stated that “social factors” were
“incomparably stronger” as a source of prejudice “than the ‘psyche’ of any one
individual.” Building on his and Horkheimer’s recent theories about “the culture
industry,” Adorno argued that mass culture made people vulnerable to fascist
propaganda by turning them into “submissive centers of reactions, looking for the
conventional ‘thing to do.””*¢ He articulated this reasoning further in a 1951 essay in
which he discussed the limitations of psychoanalytical approaches to the study of
personality. Adorno posited that in a modern society “in which each person has been
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reduced to a social atom . .. psychological processes ... have ceased to appear as the
determining forces of the social process.”?” Adorno, in short, argued that mass culture
trumped the role once assigned to parents in the Freudian model, producing
conformist and submissive adults.

Gordon’s close reading of Adorno suggests that it would be a distortion to present this
article as a correction to the psychoanalytical approaches offered in The Authoritarian
Personality without acknowledging that Adorno provided the seeds of this correction
himself. It is more accurate to position my work as challenging The Authoritarian
Persondlity’s emphasis on psychoanalytical explanations by building on Adorno’s own
recognition of the role of social forces in shaping potentially fascist personalities. Part
three, below, draws on theories from the histories of gender and emotions to do just
this.

3. Gender and Emotions: An Updated Approach to
Authoritarian Personalities

The insights garnered from gender history and the history of emotions can contribute
to an updated understanding of the authoritarian personality type by shifting the
emphasis away from psychoanalytical approaches, which rooted authoritarian
tendencies in early childhood experiences and parenting styles, to a more expansive
analysis of the social norms and cultural expectations that shape personalities through
to adulthood. These overlapping fields of scholarship are largely compatible with
Adorno’s own belief (elucidated more fully beyond The Authoritarian Persondlity than in
the book itself) that social and historical forces, rather than purely psychoanalytical
ones, were the main drivers of potential fascism.

It has been almost four decades since Joan Scott called on feminist historians to analyze
gender as “a constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived differences
between the sexes” and “a primary way of signifying relations of power.”? Scott was in
the avant-garde of a historiographical endeavor to investigate how cultures produced
and normalized sex-based differences. In her wake, historians have examined how
womanhood and femininity, as well as manhood and masculinity, were defined at
historically specific junctures.” While there is not space here to give a comprehensive
overview of the scholarship since Scott’s intervention, for the purposes of this article, it
is important to note is that historians of gender have revealed constructs that in any
given place and time shaped societal understandings of normal (and abnormal)
behavior. Although some gender historians (including Scott herself) incorporate post-
Freudian psychoanalytical theories into their analyses, gender history, on the whole,
has shifted the focus away from predominantly psychoanalytical explanations, to
emphasize how society and culture beyond the “family and household experience”
have influenced norms of human behavior.*

Sometimes overlapping with gender history, historians of emotions analyze how
“societal influences, economic forces, political interventions, and religious framings,”
among other factors, have shaped emotional norms.*' In 1985, Carol and Peter Steans
coined the term “emotionology” to refer to the emotional standards of any given
society. “Subsequent historians—for instance, Barbara Rosenwein—have investigated
how such standards circulated in smaller subcultures or “emotional communities,”
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consisting of “groups in which people adhere to the same norms of emotional
expression and value—or devalue—the same or related emotions.”** As Rosenwein and
other scholars point out, emotions frequently have gendered dimensions.* For
instance, according to Graham Barker-Benfield, in eighteenth century Britain, a
“culture of sensibility” encouraged men to cry; by the turn of the twentieth century,
Britons shunned tears as unmasculine behavior.® In other words, similarly to the
scholarship on gender history, the history of emotions indicates that complex cultural
and social forces work to shape affective and cognitive responses in place and time.

Written decades before the elucidation of the histories of gender and emotions, some of
the observations in The Authoritarian Personality nonetheless lend themselves to analysis
through these theoretical lenses. Adorno et al. observed that both men and women who
scored high on the F scale hewed rigidly to contemporary gender binaries. The former
embraced traits such as “determination, energy, industry, independence, decisiveness,
and will power”; the latter tended “to think of themselves as feminine and soft.”* Long
before the scholar Judith Butler articulated the theory of gender performativity,
Adorno et al. suggested that Mack—their prototypical potential fascist—proffered his
“leather jacket” and his love of guns as “unmistakable signs of masculinity.”*” Many of
the traits that Adorno et al. associated with the authoritarian personality, including

” o«

“aggression,” “[plower and ‘toughness,” and “[o]pposition to the subjective, the
imaginative, the tender-minded,” were traits that historians of gender and emotions
have linked to hegemonic masculinity in twentieth-century North America.® While
Adorno et al. asserted that unresolved psychological conflicts lay at the root of these
personality traits, recent scholarship suggests that it would be instructive to
investigate the influence of gender norms and emotional standards. This seems
particularly relevant in the case of male subjects, since—as the researchers noted—
men, on average, scored higher than women on the F scale.” The next section of this
article draws on insights from these historiographies to examine Richard Washburn

Child’s authoritarian personality.

4. Richard Washburn Child on Masculinity, Manliness,
and Mussolini

Child’s social sphere, which consisted of elite, white Americans, shaped his ideas of
normative masculinity. Child was raised in Massachusetts in a WASP (or white, Anglo-
Saxon, Protestant) family that traced its presence in America back to the early
seventeenth century.® His uncle was Charles Sumner Bird, a successful industrialist.
Bird bankrolled the family, enabling Child’s education, first at a boarding school and
then at Harvard University.>! At Harvard, Child played on the football team and was
president of the Advocate—the college’s literary magazine. He stayed on for law school.
Child was a member of various clubs and societies, including the Harvard Club and
Lawyers Club (both in New York), and the National Press Club and Council on Foreign
Relations (in Washington, D.C.).* He could, and did, marry well, first to Elizabeth Scott,
who came from “a prominent Virginia family,” and then to Maude Parker, an author
published in the Smart Set.>* He summered in Newport, Rhode Island—the watering
place of northern American elites.’s Child’s social sphere, in other words, was made up
of overlapping domains which excluded the vast majority of Americans based on their

European journal of American studies, 18-2 | 2023



20

21

22

Understanding Richard Washburn Child’s Authoritarian Personality: From Theodo...

class, race, ethnicity, and—frequently—gender. This selective segment of society set the
boundaries for Child’s own attitudes and behavior.

As argued by gender historians, normative masculinity, of the kind that Child’s social
group typically subscribed to, was at an inflection point in the early twentieth century,
due to the combined forces of bureaucratization, mass consumption, and expanding
women’s rights. For many elite men, earlier models of manhood, which had
emphasized responsibility and self-restraint, felt less relevant than a new ideal of
masculinity centered on consumption and physical strength.’ Pseudo-science
contributed to a belief that violence was healthy for upper-class men as an antidote to
“overcivilization”; and attitudes toward male sexuality shifted from demands for
abstinence to a valorization of sexual drive.”” At the same time, early twentieth-century
culture was shot through with ambivalence about these changing norms. The “culture
heroes” of the 1920s were often figures who reconciled the tensions between
nineteenth- and twentieth-century ideals. For instance, the career of the celebrity
baseball player Babe Ruth lent itself to a Victorian morality tale of hard work and self-
control, while, on the pitch, Ruth embodied modern masculine values of strength and
aggression.®

Child embraced forms of hardboiled masculinity and competitiveness that were
fashionable among men of his race and class. From his football playing days onward, he
conceived of himself as a “he-man”—the contemporary byword for male virility and
strength.® Reflecting the modern trend in physical masculinity, Child littered his own
writing with references to his embodied power. For instance, he enclosed a photograph
of himself in a letter to his father, sent from Rome in 1923. “No so soft in the stomach
eh?,” he wrote, fishing for a compliment that was central to his sense of self.®
Elsewhere, he used the language of sports and war to suggest his own aggressive
qualities. For example, he described one career move as “the biggest play” he had made
in his life, and measured his own “ambition” as a mark of “courage.” ¢“I've turned a
corner and I'm going hard when I see the road,” he reflected in early 1924, as he
contemplated his next step following the ambassadorship to Italy.®

Concurrently, Child conveyed disgust toward materialistic and consumption-based
forms of masculinity. Sometimes, he expressed dismay about a leisure-oriented,
pleasure-driven society. For instance, he complained that he was suffering from “a kind
of spiritual death” within a “silly, vapid, degenerate” circle of expatriates in Rome and
voiced a longing for “serious personalities and the clean.”s® At other times, he
reconfigured his self-serving goals by invoking older ideals of responsibility. When
Warren Harding won the presidency in 1920, he invited Child to Marion, Ohio to discuss
possible positions in his administration. Harding’s offer was a fulfillment of Child’s
ambitions, yet Child couched his enthusiasm in selfless terms, writing, “I think it is my
duty to go.”¢* In 1934, following a particularly cutthroat, and unsuccessful, bid to gain a
prominent position within Franklin Roosevelt’s administration, Child wrote in
frustration to the president. Drawing on the language of martial sacrifice, Child claimed
that, as a Republican, he had “conscientiously . .. enlisted” in the Democrat’s election
campaign in 1932, and, wanted only “to give of service.”s> In one sense, Child’s
invocation of duty was a mask for his baser instincts, functioning, in Adorno et al.’s
language, as a “defense mechanism” which kept “important personality needs,” such as
ambition and power, “out of consciousness.”® But Child’s avowals of “duty” and
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“service” also reflected a wider culture of ambivalence toward modern masculinity,
which produced nostalgia for older ideals of honor and self-abnegation.

Child’s identification with Italian fascism was in part a product of his adherence to
prevailing gender norms. His stint as ambassador coincided with a period of profound
unrest in Italy; members of fascist squads tortured and killed socialists and destroyed
their meetinghouses, and in October 1922, the fascists marched on Rome and seized
power. Both in personal letters and a memoire serialized in the Post, Child constructed
himself as a courageous and adventurous man, not unlike the “healthy, lean” squadristi
whom he so admired.®” Child insisted that he was no effete diplomat who sequestered
himself behind embassy walls. In the fall of 1921, he wrote to his father that he was
“not bothering much” with the “dozens of serious warnings that I would be
assassinated.”®® Instead, he engaged in verbal sparring matches with anarchists and
socialists on the street, and met with a committee of “reds,” although his staff advised
him against it for his own safety.® While his role as the United States’ top diplomat in
Italy prevented Child from inserting himself physically into the fights, he came as close
as was possible to violence through risky encounters with leftists. By recounting these
anecdotes, he established himself as the young fascists’ equivalent—an embodiment of
aggressive masculinity.

Sympathy with the squadristi also enabled Child to inject Victorian values of manliness
into his own persona. When he praised the fascists for their discipline and sense of
duty, he signaled to his reader the values that mattered to him. While future historians
would highlight the excesses and cruelties of fascist violence, Child commended the
squads for their “tradition of sacrifice, of discipline, of orderly restraint.””° Writing in
1924, he expressed a wistfulness for the “lyric and epic quality” of the early fascist
movement. Child evoked a sense nostalgia to convey his own feelings of remorse that
ideals of service, sacrifice, and self-control were waning in the United States.” Fascist
Italy had “made an extraordinary contribution to the whole world by raising ideals of
human courage, discipline and responsibility,” Child said in a speech in Rome which he
later relayed to readers of the Saturday Evening Post.’? By praising the fascists as
exemplars of both physical masculinity and moral manliness, Child suggested that he,
too, synthesized these two ideals.

Benito Mussolini, as Child presented him, was also an amalgam of physical masculinity
and dutiful manliness. Mussolini was like a movie star: he “bubble[d] with vitality,”
Child wrote, in veiled reference to his high libido; his “muscled” face was “suggestive of
bronze.” Yet, he was “the first conspicuous leader since [Theodore] Roosevelt” who put
“responsibility and obligation higher than claims and rights.””* References to former
president Roosevelt served multiple purposes in Child’s text. First, they created a link
between il Duce and the United States’ most prominent representative of manly honor
and masculine physicality at a time when Americans were mourning TR’s passing.
Second, they served to remind the reader of Child’s own relationship with Roosevelt,
suggesting that he, the former president, and the leader of the fascists were all similar
kinds of men. In the foreword to Mussolini’s Autobiography, Child wrote:

Mussolini, like Roosevelt, gives the impression of an energy which cannot be

bottled, which bubbles up and over like an eternally effervescent, irrepressible

fluid. ... One closes the door when one leaves him, feeling, as when Roosevelt was

left, that one could squeeze something of him out of one’s clothes.”
The ejaculatory allusions implied both masculine energy and an intimacy suggestive of

the strength of Child’s connection to these two men. Child’s depictions of Mussolini in
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the Post functioned similarly to affirm his friendship with il Duce. Child claimed that
Mussolini had been relaxed in his presence, drinking tea together with the ambassador
and his wife, Maude Parker, and taking their young daughters onto his knees. In a
three-word sentence, Child conveyed how he wanted Americans to perceive his
relationship with Mussolini: “We got on.””s

Fandom is a form of self-constitution.” Child was a fan of Italian fascism in part
because he could construct both the squadristi and Benito Mussolini as the kind of men
he himself wanted to be. Dominant expectations for white, elite men influenced the
language he used to express his appreciation of fascism, which blended notions of
modern masculinity with ideals of Victorian manliness. The prevalence of
preoccupations with masculinity and manliness in the United States in the 1920s
encouraged Child to proffer his support for fascism as evidence of his own worth. My
argument does not disprove the psychoanalytical explanations offered by Adorno et al.,
such as their argument that “distant and stern” fathering led to “over-compensatory
toughness” in high F-scale, adult men.”” But it does suggest that we need not go so far
into Child’s psyche to find reasons for his attraction to fascism. A large part of the
explanation lay in the culture that surrounded him.

5. Child’s Authoritarian Personality as an American
Personality

As demonstrated in the preceding section, Child expressed his appreciation of fascism
in a language of masculinity and manliness that was familiar to Americans. This
suggests that there was a connective thread running between the gendered culture that
had produced Richard Washburn Child and his fascist sympathies. To further explore
the ways in which dominant elements within American society and culture normalized
Child’s philo-fascism, this section examines three aspects of his personality which
coincide with recurring traits of the high F-scale type described by Adorno et al.
hostility toward “outgroups”; a dogged pursuit of power; and a “relative absence of
self-criticism.””® The analysis presented here shows continuities between Child’s
attitudes and behavior in the United States on one hand, and his views on fascism and
actions in Italy on the other. My argument takes up Adorno’s own assertion (only
briefly articulated in The Authoritarian Persondlity itself) that contemporaneous social
and cultural conditions produced potential fascists, by showing the ways that Child’s
“emotional community” (defined by both the mass culture in which he participated and
the elite social circles that he frequented) sanctioned—and even encouraged—his value
systems and behavior.”

Mainstream American culture, which in the late 1910s and 1920s was both anti-socialist
and anti-immigrant, encouraged insider-outsider mentalities of the kind expressed by
Child. The Bolshevik revolution in Russia, followed by a series of post-war strikes in the
United States, produced widespread anxiety in the American mainstream about the rise
of socialism. As editor of Collier’s in 1919, Child dismissed striking printers as a
“‘something for nothing’ minority.”® This was consistent with his characterization of
socialists as illegitimate outsiders. As was typical among anti-socialists in the 1920s,
Child’s animosity toward left-wing radicals overlapped with his hostility toward
immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe. Writing in the Post, he decried the new

” o«

arrivals to the United States as “parasitic,” “sneaking,” and “explosive” by nature.?!
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Child’s ideas were not original. George Horace Lorimer, the Saturday Evening Post’s
editor, was ferociously antisocialist and firmly opposed to mass immigration; he
required all contributors to his magazine to toe the same line.® In this sense, Child’s
anti-socialist and anti-immigration positions made him an insider twice over; by
expressing hostility to political and ethnic outsiders, he established himself as their
opposite, yet at the same time, by aligning himself with Lorimer, he placed himself at
the center of American cultural life.

In praising fascists in terms that were familiar to Americans, Child buttressed his own
claims to insider status in the United States. Child voiced approval of the fascists for
drawing stark distinctions between those who did and did not belong to Italian society.
In contradistinction to the historical record, which demonstrates the seriousness of
fascist aggression against both socialists and queer men, Child presented their violence
as a form of high jinks, likening the fascist squads to the ultimate social insiders in the
United States—members of college fraternities.®* Child characterized fascists’ forced-
feeding of castor oil to socialists—a humiliating and painful form of torture—as an
“amusing” practice, which (like an excessive fraternity hazing ritual) “was soon
forbidden by the Fascisti’s own regulations.”® Similarly, he recalled the “funny”
punishments that fascists inflicted on queer men. In Venice, the squadristi “set their
gondolas adrift in the Grand Canal without a gondolier,” he wrote.® By ascribing to the
fascists the kind of behavior that Americans associated with college youth, Child
endowed their violence with both class and élan.?® And by suggesting that socialists and
queer men could be quashed easily, he compounded their status as outsiders who
lacked legitimate claims to power.”” Prevalent prejudices and tropes in American
culture offered a foundation on which Child built his sympathy for the fascists.

Child’s pursuit (and ostentatious display) of a relationship with Mussolini can also be
understood in the context of American society. Child had learned through his own
experiences how power circulated in the United States. At every turn of his career, he
had strived to ingratiate himself with men who had maximum influence and authority.
As a young man, just graduated from college, he aimed to get as close as possible to the
leader of the progressives, Theodore Roosevelt.® Seven years later, Child switched from
waning progressive politics to the Republican Party and its presidential hopeful—
Warren Harding. In a 1921 interview with the Boston Post, Child burnished his own
reputation by insisting that he and Harding were “fast friends.”® When Harding died of
a heart attack in the summer of 1923, Child tried—with much less success—to ingratiate
himself with Calvin Coolidge. He dined at the White House and spent an afternoon
swimming with the First Lady. But when his efforts resulted in a position of occasional
press secretary for the president, he looked for alternative sources of power.”® Work at
the Saturday Evening Post placed him in proximity to Lorimer, whom Child deemed “one
of the biggest men” in the United States.”’ Then, in the fall of 1932, sensing the
inevitability of Franklin Roosevelt’s victory in the pending election, he formed the
League of Republicans for Roosevelt, with the aim of ingratiating himself with the
Democratic candidate.”? Child had learned, through practice, how power operated
among elite, white men.

Child’s attachment to Mussolini was, in this sense, produced in the United States. He
was conditioned to understand that his own success depended on establishing and
brandishing close contacts with other powerful men. His support for il Duce placed him
in the intellectual and political company of influential figures, including Thomas
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Lamont (a major investment banker), Nicholas Murray Butler (the president of
Columbia University), and Henry Fletcher and Breckinridge Long (who both came after
Child as fascist-friendly US ambassadors to Italy).” It also boosted his reputation in
conservative circles as a “friend of Mussolini, and ... in some sort the [Duce’s]
adviser.”* Even Child’s decision to assume the flagrantly propagandist position as
editor of Mussolini’s autobiography can be understood as a product of his US-based
power plays. He took the assignment in 1927, when he was a peripheral actor in the
Coolidge administration; public association with Europe’s most prominent power figure
was perhaps a substitute for a strong connection with the president of the United
States.” Child’s inherited privilege and understanding of how power worked led him
not only to leaders of every political stripe in the United States, but also to the leader of
the fascists in Italy.

Even Child’s habit of avoiding self-criticism—the F-scale trait that Adorno et al. called
“anti-intraception”—had its foundation in his class-, race-, and gender-specific
American experience. To illustrate this point, one elaborate example need suffice. Soon
after his inauguration in 1933, President Roosevelt offered Child a behind-the-scenes
role dealing with dollar-denominated foreign bonds. The low status of the position
outraged Child.*® One month after this appointment, an acquaintance of Child wrote to
the president’s secretary, Marvin McIntyre, (presumably with Child’s knowledge) to
warn him of Child’s “intention to attack the President in the [p]ress in the event of the
latter’s failure to accord him adequate recognition.”®” No one in the administration
confronted Child about his heavy-handed extortion campaign. Instead, the
administration offered him higher-profile positions: first, as a member of the
committee that welcomed the fascist aviator Italo Balbo to Chicago in the summer of
1933; then as a roving economic ambassador to Europe.”® Upon his return from this
official trip to Europe in the summer of 1934, Child launched a no-holds-barred attack
on the New Deal in the press.” In the meantime, he travelled repeatedly from his home
in New York City to the White House, with the expectation that Roosevelt would meet
with him. Child’s letters to Roosevelt that summer had much of the “self-pity” that
Adorno et al. associated with anti-intraception, and not an iota of self-criticism.'® He
penned:

I have written you often—I have no replies. I do not know whether you receive my
letters. I do not know how much you are—like many foreign and domestic
administrators I have known—kept away from knowledge.

I do not expect you to read this letter—

Not now—

Some day—

I am ready to help you, but not by any loss of self-respect.’®*

34 The president’s response was a testimony to Roosevelt’s notorious two-faced charm, as

well as the failure of any of Child’s peers to hold him to account:

Dear Dick:

I am a little surprised by your letter because . .. I did not know that you had asked
toseeme....

Some day I hope that you will come to see me, as I should much like to have your
thoughts on a number of matters—as for instance, the pending European situation
which does not seem to grow easier with the passage of time.

I am telling Mr. McIntyre to be sure to let me know if you want to talk to me and to
arrange a time.'”
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Child travelled back to Washington again to meet with the president in January 1935.
Roosevelt once more avoided him. Child wrote another letter bristling with indignation
and a sense of victimhood.'®® Even the president of the United States never forced
Richard Washburn Child to own up to who he really was. In such an environment, it
was easy for authoritarian personality types to thrive.

6. Conclusion: Authoritarian Personalities Past,
Present, and Future

This article has proposed an approach to understanding the provenance of the
authoritarian personality type that does not depend on the psychoanalytical
explanations emphasized by Theodor Adorno and his co-authors in their 1950 study.
Building on Adorno’s own argument (which was insufficiently articulated in The
Authoritarian Personality itself to garner the attention of most readers) that social and
cultural forces shaped personalities, this article has investigated how Richard
Washburn Child’s “emotional community” (comprising of WASP elites, yet informed by
a mass culture to which he contributed) laid the foundation for qualities that Adorno et
al. associated with potential fascism, including: masculine “toughness,” a punitive
attitude toward “outgroups,” avid—although often masked—ambition, and a lack of
self-criticism.'* Child absorbed early twentieth-century discourses about masculinity
and manliness that lent themselves to support for the fascist squads and Mussolini. He
reproduced prevalent anti-socialist, anti-immigrant, and homophobic ideologies and
parlayed them into an insider-outsider Weltanschauung that was consistent with
fascism. Child learned through experience that his own success depended on his
attachments to powerful men—from American presidents to the Italian dictator. His
behavior, even at its worst, was sufficiently within the boundaries set by his peers to
persist without overt sanction. If, in Adorno et al.’s words, Child failed to examine the
“conditions or determinants of his own behavior,” it was partly because nobody around
him forced him to.1%

Although the insights drawn from the histories of gender and emotions sustain, and
expand upon, Adorno’s view that social and cultural forces helped to produce
authoritarian personalities, these same bodies of scholarship ought to make us
skeptical of his suggestion that this personality type was inextricably embedded in
modernity.® Adorno’s idea was a deeply pessimistic one because it implied that the
authoritarian personality was immune to change. Superficially, there is, of course,
plenty of evidence to support this idea: the success of authoritarian leaders in the
contemporary United States, Hungary, and Brazil suggests continuities in authoritarian
personality types from the interwar years until today. But continuities are not the same
thing as calcification. While Adorno presented “the culture industry” as inherently
homogenizing, historians since the late 1980s have demonstrated that mass culture was
“neither monolithic nor unrelentingly repressive”; various social groups adapted and
embellished mass culture, ensuring that the forces of modernity were not impregnable
to change.'”” Similarly, historians of gender and emotions have demonstrated how non-
elite groups challenged normative masculinity and femininity and their associated
“emotional regimes.”'% For instance, historians of early twentieth-century masculinity
have analyzed how women and non-white men repurposed and undermined normative
standards of white male virility, assertiveness, and aggression.'® Even hegemonic
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masculinity, by this conception, was shaped and reshaped, changeable and changing.
Rather than resulting in a static personality type, historians of gender and emotions
suggest that groups of people—frequently those who are marginalized—destabilize
dominant discourses.'® Similarities between Richard Washburn Child’s personality,
Adorno’s high F-scale type, and authoritarian personalities today are a product of
continuities in enabling environments. People make and unmake enabling
environments, and modernity, too, can change.
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ABSTRACTS

The personality of Richard Washburn Child, who was the US ambassador to Italy from 1921 to
1924, bears a close resemblance to the potential fascist described by Theodor Adorno et al. in The
Authoritarian Personality. Instead of the psychoanalytical explanations favored in the 1950 study,
this article uses theories developed by historians of gender and emotions to understand Child’s
personality. It shows how Child’s “emotional community” (which was populated by social elites
but also informed by mass culture) fostered his aggressive masculinity, chauvinism, hyper-
ambition, and a lack of self-criticism. These personality traits in turn lent themselves to Child’s
support of Mussolini and Italian fascism. This research suggests that the authoritarian
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personality type is neither ahistorical nor an indelible feature of modernity, but a product of

specific enabling communities.

INDEX

Keywords: authoritarian personality, authoritarianism, emotions, fascism, gender, Italy,
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