7  “Neither right, nor left”

Antiliberal support for Italian fascism
in the United States

Katy Hull

Introduction: American fans of fascism

Fascism was “a philosophy and an emotion running counter to the recent stream of
thought which centers mankind’s attention on rights,” according to Richard Wash-
burn Child, who was the US Ambassador to Italy in 1922 when Mussolini seized
power.! Child presented Mussolini’s regime as a rebuttal to liberal values of indi-
vidual freedom, which had proliferated in both Europe and the United States after
World War I. Anne O’Hare McCormick, a journalist at the New York Times, was
in agreement with Child. In the early 1920s, she portrayed fascism as a reaction
against the excesses of freedom in an increasingly liberal world.?

In the mid-1920s, each of these American observers turned their attention
toward another dimension of fascism’s response to liberalism. The corporate state,
which promised to change the basis of political representation from parliamentary
democracy to “organic” democracy, seemed to compensate for the weaknesses of
liberal systems of government, according to both McCormick and Child.* The New
York Times reporter enthusiastically described how the corporate system would
advance Italians’ true interests, through an “economic parliament.” Child wrote
in breathless terms. “In Italy under Mussolini’s guidance a wholly new form of
government is emerging. It is amazing in the daring of its concepts,” he told readers
of a 1929 book, which simultaneously boosted fascist corporatism and denigrated
liberal democracy.® Both these writers suggested that the Italian corporate state
could be more effective and more popular than established liberal democracies in
Europe and the United States.

Child and McCormick each contributed to a transnational antiliberal discourse
by presenting fascism as strong in areas where liberalism seemed to be weak. Each
was born in the late nineteenth century. Each had witnessed their nation strug-
gle with the transition to modernity, including the strains of industrialization and
urbanization, and the increasing complexity of governance. Each traveled and
worked extensively in Europe after World War I, and observed economic devasta-
tion, as well as ordinary people’s disenchantment with the governments that had
led them to war. Each disapproved of Bolshevism and viewed fascism as a credible
check to the threat of socialism in Western Europe, as well as an effective response
to the material and spiritual shortcomings of liberalism.¢
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In other important ways, Child and McCormick were very different. Harvard-
educated Child was a member of the WASP (white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant) elite
and a staunch conservative. He was appointed to the ambassadorship to Italy fol-
lowing his contribution to Republican Warren Harding’s successful campaign for
the presidency. Beyond his diplomatic work, Child was best known as an author
of short stories and news articles for the Saturday Evening Post, a conservative
magazine.” He followed the Post’s editorial line in favor of low taxation and mini-
mal government, and against immigration at home and humanitarianism abroad.
McCormick was a Catholic, Irish American who had grown up in modest—and
sometimes precarious—economic circumstances. She was a fervent Democrat,
who believed the government should do more to help its poorest citizens, and
a supporter of Rerum Novarum—Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical asserting that the
Catholic Church should advance social justice.

Child and McCormick’s admiration for Italian fascism comports with the obser-
vation of the historian Zeev Sternhell that fascism was ni droite, ni gauche (neither
right, nor left).” While Sternhell based his observations on fascism in France, his
argument that fascism contained strands of socialism and conservatism applies also
to the Italian case and helps to explain why both Child—an adamant proponent
of conservative values—and McCormick—a political progressive—supported
Mussolini’s regime. Indeed, Child and McCormick were only two representatives
of an eclectic collection of individuals who sympathized with Italian fascism in
the United States. American diplomats admired fascism because it promised anti-
Bolshevik stability in the heart of Europe; Catholics, because Mussolini worked
toward rapprochement between the Vatican and the State. Business elites believed
that fascism made Italy a safe bet for American investors. The vast majority of
Italian Americans supported i/ Duce because he gave them a sense of pride in an
adopted nation that maligned them as members of an ethnic underclass. And many
American political scientists welcomed Mussolini’s seemingly pragmatic approach
to statecraft and policymaking.!® While existing studies investigate the multiple
motives for fascist sympathies in the United States in the interwar years, this chap-
ter offers a discrete investigation of the relationship between fascism and liberalism
in the 1920s, through the lens of these two American observers.

By exploring Child’s and McCormick’s positions on both fascism in Italy and
liberalism in the United States, this chapter sheds light on the complexity of antilib-
eralism in a transnational context. As such, it contributes to a body of recent schol-
arship on transnational fascism and its interactions with liberalism. Scholars in
this field have embraced the multifaceted dimensions of the subdiscipline of trans-
national history. For instance, Madeleine Herren has examined the interactions
between the fascist state and international organizations, in particular the League
of Nations, while Matteo Pasetti has analyzed the diffusion and adaptation of the
Italian model of the corporate state in Europe.!! In contrast to those studies, this
chapter is less concerned with the formal dealings of any one government, organi-
zation, or political party. Owing much to the subdiscipline of cultural history, as
well as theories of cultural transfer (whereby ideas gain new meaning, through
reinterpretation and re-signification, as they move from one cultural context to
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another), the chapter examines how two American observers instrumentalized the
apparent successes of Italian fascism so as to critique liberalism in their domestic
sphere.'? The power of antiliberal and profascist discourses, in this case, was more
cultural than it was political (at least when politics are narrowly defined as relating
to formal institutions of governance).

This chapter presents a dynamic interaction between antiliberalism in the United
States and fascism in Italy in the 1920s. It demonstrates that many of the critiques
of liberalism were generated by Americans who did not sympathize with fascism.
Discomfort with individual freedom and concerns about the weakness of liberal
democracy were widespread in the United States, creating discursive space for
interventions by Americans who did sympathize with Italian fascism, including
Child and McCormick. As suggested by theories on cultural transfer, fascism was
not imported in foto into the writing of Child and McCormick; rather, they selected
those elements that shone a light onto specific American anxieties. As a result, their
cultural contributions give us a far more accurate picture of the United States in
that era than they do about the reality of life under a fascist dictatorship in Italy.

Section “Fascism as Anti-Liberalism? Not a Simple Story” highlights areas
in which Italian fascism was decisively antiliberal, namely, with regard to the
relationship between the individual and society, and vis-a-vis parliamentary
democracy. As shown in section “Too Much Freedom, Not Enough Control:
American Responses to Liberalism in the 1920s,” these dimensions of fascism’s
antiliberalism coincided with critiques of excessive individual freedom and inad-
equate democratic governance in the United States. Section “Freedom from Free-
dom: Fascist Views of Collective Duties and Individual Rights” analyzes the
content of, and intentions behind, Child’s and McCormick’s views on individual
freedom under fascism in the 1920s, while section “The Machine with a Soul: The
Corporate State in American Imagination” addresses the substance and purposes
of their descriptions of the fascist corporate state. The conclusion addresses the
impact of their discourses. By pitting fascism’s largely imaginary gains against
liberalism’s very real limitations, these observers encouraged Americans to feel
complacent about both the individual freedoms and democratic rights secured by
cultural and political liberalism.

Fascism as antiliberalism? Not a simple story

Theoretically, and often in practice, Italian fascism was antiliberal. A number
of scholars have described the regime’s efforts to present itself as third way: “a
genuine, exciting, and viable ideological alternative paradigm to liberalism and
socialism.”* While fascism’s opposition to socialism lies beyond the scope of this
chapter, its position regarding liberalism demands further investigation.

Fascism elevated the group—and in particular, the nation—over the individual.
In his 1925 treatise, The Political Doctrine of Fascism, Alfredo Rocco, the fascist
minister of justice, made the distinction between liberal and fascist approaches
explicit. “For liberalism, the individual is the end and society the means... For
Fascism, society is the end, individuals the means,” Rocco wrote.!* Fascists argued
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that modern men and women needed—and wanted—to give much more to society
and, ultimately, their nation than they could under the liberal model.

The fascist elite also decisively opposed liberalism as a form of government.
Prior to the fascist seizure of power, Italy had a parliamentary system based on male
suffrage, multiple parties, proportional representation, and geographic constituen-
cies. The vast majority of governments were led by liberals, including Giovanni
Giolitti, who was prime minister five times between 1892 and 1922. The fascists
opposed the institutions of liberal democracy (characterized by multiparty sys-
tems, routine elections, and broad suffrage) as well as the approach to day-to-day
governance embodied by Giolitti and other liberal politicians. “The Liberal State
is a mask behind which there is no face, it is a scaffolding behind which there is no
building,” Mussolini proclaimed in 1922." Fascist leaders argued that liberalism
had failed on material grounds. According to this critique, successive liberal gov-
ernments had neglected to reform agriculture, develop industry, or solve industrial
conflicts. Additionally, they argued that liberalism was spiritually bankrupt, since
it had failed to garner ordinary Italians’ enthusiasm for their state and love of their
country.

The fascists fashioned institutions to compensate for the perceived failures
of liberalism. Infant welfare programs (L opera nazionale maternita e infanzia,
ONMI), girl and boy scout groups (balilla), and afterwork (dopolavoro) organiza-
tions would foster patriotism and collective obligations, according to the archi-
tects of these institutions. In the words of one of the leaders of the dopolavoro
movement, such organizations would promote a “fusion of characters, of spirits,
of regional tendencies into a new ‘national’ type... more conscious of its duties to
the nation.”'®

At the level of high politics, the regime envisaged that the corporate state would
be a more representative and effective form of government than liberal democracy.
The details of the new system emerged in the mid-to-late 1920s and included both
economic and political elements. The former, elucidated in a 1927 charter of labor,
effectively banned strikes and provided mechanisms to resolve labor disputes.'”
The latter, unveiled in 1928, consisted of new forms of voting and representation.
In place of parliamentary elections, Italian men would participate in a referendum
by answering a simple, si/no, question: did they approve of a list of four hundred,
pre-selected, fascist delegates for the chamber of deputies? These delegates would
not represent geographical constituencies, instead they would represent economic
groups (such as landowners, farm laborers, industrialists, and factory workers). As
sectoral experts, the delegates would be capable of crafting legislation to deal with
complex economic problems. Through participation in plebiscites and other mass
events, the people would express support for their state.'®

My use of the conditional tense in the above two paragraphs is intentional: there
was a large gap between fascism in theory and fascism in practice. Italians joined
collective organizations provided by the state for all sorts of reasons, including free
child care and the threat of social sanctions for those who refused to participate.
But there is little evidence to suggest that participation in the ONMI, balilla, or
dopolavoro fostered higher levels of patriotism or collective duty.' At the level of
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formal politics, the government did call two referendums, first in 1929 and again
in 1934. But coercive measures to ensure turnout, as well as a lack of secrecy
at the polls, meant Italian men had no choice but to respond “si,”” to the ques-
tion put before them. After 1934, there were no more plebiscites in fascist Italy.?
In theory, the corporate state promised an alternative to parliamentary liberalism,
which, according to fascist intellectuals, would “transform, not... suppress, the
basis of popular sovereignty.”! In practice, the regime razed liberal democracy and
inserted authoritarianism in its place.

The gap between fascism in theory and fascism in practice meant that the regime
succeeded neither in extinguishing liberal individualism nor replacing liberal
democracy with a credible alternative. Moreover, even in the ideological realm,
fascism’s relationship with liberalism was more complex than Rocco’s and Mus-
solini’s pronouncements on the subject might suggest. For instance, during in the
1920s, the regime promoted laissez-faire capitalism based on classical liberal ideas
of respect for private property.?? Thereafter, Italy’s response to global depression in
the 1930s, which included state intervention in agricultural production and meas-
ures to boost public employment, bore some similarities to the Keynesian policies
of progressive-liberal states.” Even fascist approaches toward minority rights and
foreign policy had an ambiguous relationship with liberalism. Antisemitism flies in
the face of liberal tenets. But Mussolini’s regime did not introduce its exclusion-
ary (and, ultimately, genocidal) “race laws” until 1938—16 years after the fascists
seized power. In other words, it was far from clear, in 1922, or even 1932, just how
illiberal fascist Italy would become in its approach to the rights of life and liberty.
And while we may imagine that wars for empire are an anathema to liberalism, it
must be noted that many avowed liberals, including John Stuart Mill, espoused
colonialism.?* Indeed, the fascist regime’s conquest and colonization of Ethiopia in
the mid-1930s represented the fulfillment of a goal first set by a liberal government,
which had first tried (and spectacularly failed) to colonize Ethiopia in the 1880s.

What is clear to a historian, with the benefit of hindsight, was not clear to inter-
national observers in the 1920s. The ambiguities in Italian fascism’s relationship
with liberalism—including overlap between fascist and liberal ideas on economy
and empire, and a lack of evidence indicating just how repressive fascism would
become—allowed onlookers within liberal democracies to express admiration for
fascism without stepping outside the bounds of domestic cultural and political
norms. Meanwhile, fascism’s marked opposition toward aspects of liberalism—
including liberalism’s emphasis on individualism and its institutional manifestation
in parliamentary democracy—coincided with criticisms of excessive freedoms and
incompetent governance in Western democracies. The next section analyzes the
sources and content of these critiques of liberalism within the United States.

Too much freedom, not enough control: American responses to
liberalism in the 1920s

Many Americans in the 1920s felt “rootless,” severed from the traditions
and institutions that had once bound them.” The aftershocks of World War
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I contributed to this unmooring. In 1917, the US government had subjected
citizens to intensive propaganda, which emphasized service to others and duty
to the nation as a basis for entry into the war.?¢ Exposés after the armistice told
a different story: over one hundred thousand US soldiers had died in a pointless
conflict between imperial powers. Once the darker side of the war came to light,
most Americans struggled to subscribe to ideas of service over self. The war had
produced a “lost generation,” in Gertrude Stein’s words.?” While disillusionment
regarding World War I was an immediate cause of rising individualism, there
were other factors that compounded the trend. For instance, scientific inquiry
contributed to growing rates of secularism, weakening connections to organ-
ized religion. And industrialization and urbanization enabled an increasingly
anonymous existence. Americans were freer than ever before from the ties that
had once bound them.

While the sources of rising individual freedoms were diverse, a common refrain
was that Americans suffered as a result. Conservatives blamed growing rates of
juvenile delinquency on an excess of liberties, including freedom of movement
enabled by the automobile, which one juvenile court judge labeled “a house of
prostitution on wheels.”?® Paradoxically, even the supposed beneficiaries of such
freedoms—young people themselves—seemed unfulfilled. A sense of emptiness
resonated throughout the writing of F. Scott Fitzgerald, an author closely associated
with elite, urbane, youth culture. “I know myself... but that is all,” cried the pro-
tagonist in Fitzgerald’s This Side of Paradise.”® Nor did middle-class, middle-aged
Americans seem to be more satisfied. Unprecedented levels of mass production
and high rates of economic growth ensured that freedom in the 1920s consisted,
in large part, of the liberty to consume. The author Sinclair Lewis deemed Babbit,
the archetypal middle American of his eponymous novel, to be “prosperous, but
worried, wanting—passionately—to seize something more than motor cars and a
house before its too late.”°

While contemporary commentators criticized an excess of individual freedoms
in the United States, they also found faults in the system of government that was
most closely associated with liberalism—democracy. Walter Lippmann was a
prominent spokesman for an emerging consensus that the institutions of repre-
sentative government were inadequate to the challenges of the modern age. Low
voter turnout (which was below 50% in the elections of 1920 and 1924) suggested
that ordinary citizens had little interest in engaging in the nitty-gritty of electoral
politics. Lippmann argued that even those Americans who did go to the polls were
incapable of thinking beyond stereotypes.®! As a result, voters frequently selected
representatives who lacked the expertise necessary to tackle complex issues. Writ-
ing in 1926, the journalist and satirist H. L. Mencken captured a sense of cynicism
about democracy, which was a hallmark of the era. Mencken described Congress
as evenly split between “demagogue” and “demaslave”:

The demagogue is one who preaches doctrines he knows to be untrue to men
he knows to be idiots. The demaslave is one who listens to what these idiots
have to say and then pretends that he believes it himself.*
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Congressional incompetence produced a vacuum; special interest groups flowed
into that vacuum. According to the leading expert on lobbyists, by 1929 over five
hundred lobbying groups had permanent representation in Washington, DC. Crit-
ics argued that it was unelected lobbyists, rather than elected representatives, who
drove policymaking.* By the end of the decade, it had become orthodoxy that the
United States’ representative democracy was a sham.

In the aggregate, these criticisms of American individualism and institutions
suggested that liberalism had produced too much freedom for individuals and
insufficient control of society. Fitzgerald, Lewis, Lippmann, and Mencken did not
sympathize with fascism, but their widely read contributions opened up a discur-
sive space for Americans who did. For instance, Anne O’Hare McCormick sounded
like Sinclair Lewis when she described Americans as “spiritually starved, in the
midst of plenty.”* And Richard Washburn Child used Lippmann-esque language
to characterize the average voter as a dolt, who chose his or her representative
“without more acquaintance or close inspection than is yielded by the lithograph,
the radio, fabricated publicity and lavish expenditure.”** But while McCormick
and Child inherited their criticisms of liberalism from their fellow Americans, they
looked further afield for solutions to the problems that the United States faced.

Freedom from freedom: fascist views of collective duties and
individual rights

From its earliest days, fascism required sacrifices from its adherents, which con-
trasted with the spirit of individualism that prevailed in the United States. Child
and McCormick looked on with admiration. In an era in which Americans were
disillusioned with sacrifice and service, the fascists seemed to make these values
relevant once more. Fascist violence against socialists peaked in the early 1920s.
Against evidence of torture, murder, and arson, Child claimed that fascism culti-
vated “a tradition of sacrifice” and “orderly restraint” in its followers.* In their
fights against socialists, fascists were prioritizing their nation over themselves, he
asserted. Similarly, McCormick reported from Rome about her encounter with a
poised young fascist, who was eager “to risk his life to save his country from
Communist domination.”’ The attitude of the fascists stood in stark contrast to the
prevailing sentiment among the generation of young Americans who, in Fitzger-
ald’s words, had “grown up to find all Gods dead, all wars fought, all faith in man
shaken,” and who believed in little more than themselves.?®

Fascism in power likewise prioritized the nation over the individual. In the
mid-1920s, Roberto Farinacci, who was the secretary of the national fascist party,
identified “the will to work,” self-sacrifice, and “love of the fatherland” as funda-
mental aspects of fascist morality.*® Child and McCormick echoed fascist propa-
ganda in the mid-1920s by stating first, that Mussolini himself embodied each of
these qualities, and second, that he inspired similar behavior in all Italians. Child
reported that 16-hour workdays were the new norm at the fascist ministry of
finance, as members of government labored to rescue the nation’s economy from
a legacy of liberal mismanagement.“’ This “will to work™ spread to each and every



136  Antiliberal Internationalism in the Twentieth Century

Italian, according to both Child and McCormick. It was “nothing less than amazing
to watch the whole country trying to be like” Mussolini, wrote the New York Times
reporter in 1923.* In contrast to the majority of Americans, who worked for their
own material benefit, these observers imagined that Italians worked to strengthen
their nation. And, in contrast to Americans in the 1920s—who seemed lost and
dissatisfied whether they were at work or at play—the hard-working Italians whom
Child and McCormick encountered were cheerful and fulfilled. “It is absurd to say
that Italy groans under [Mussolini’s] discipline,” wrote Child. “Italy chortles with
it!”*? By these constructions, Italians who lived under the strictures of fascism suf-
fered from none of the ennui that Americans experienced in their far more liberal
state. Discipline, it seemed, was good for the soul.

The United States was never far from American observers’ minds when they
expressed admiration for the spirit of service and duty, which purportedly pre-
vailed under Mussolini’s regime. At times they used fascism’s apparent successes
to suggest concrete steps that the United States could take to limit freedoms. For
instance, addressing the problem of crime, Child claimed that Mussolini and the
police chief of Palermo, Cesare Mori, had quashed the mafia, while criminality—
of both the petty and organized varieties—still thrived in the United States.* In
1925, Child served on a national commission to investigate the alleged American
problem. He suggested that US lawmakers could learn from the tougher stance of
Mussolini’s regime. In a series of newspaper and magazine articles he proposed
an architecture of enhanced prevention, including scout training to “guide” youth
through the “shoals of temptations.”** He also called for far stricter punishments,
even for first-time juvenile offenders.* Child, in other words, drew on the fascist
example to demand additional measures to foster responsibility and curtail indi-
vidual freedom in the United States.

More often than generating specific policy recommendations, the alleged
achievements of fascist Italy functioned as a foil in both Child’s and McCor-
mick’s writing, with the goal of enabling their readers to perceive the apparent
follies of excessive freedom in the United States. The Italian state prioritized
duty over rights, these observers emphasized, resulting in an orderly society and
a spiritually edifying atmosphere. By contrast, in the wake of World War I, the
American government released its demands on citizens, leaving them free to
work or not work, spend or not spend, worship or not worship, as they pleased.
Reporting from Florida in the mid-decade, McCormick described a work ethic
that was the polar opposite of the climate of diligence and self-sacrifice that
she encountered in Italy. Men in Florida made millions through speculative land
deals, damaging the natural environment and benefiting no one but themselves.
They had the freedom to destroy, and the freedom to be selfish, but at what cost
to society, she inquired.* McCormick intended such contrasts as prompts, which
would help readers see the self-defeating outcomes of the freedoms that inhered
in American liberalism.

McCormick and Child also used fascism to enlarge their readers’ imagination
about the realm of the possible. Pessimism was a common feature in the literature
of the 1920s. Writers frequently suggested that there was no exit strategy from the
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ills of individualism. For instance, Joseph Krutch, author of The Modern Temper
(one of the decade’s seminal texts), contended that his fellow countrymen could not
turn back. Cut loose from God by science, from craftmanship by industrialization,
and from community by urbanization, Americans could not will their own return
to a more constrained and comforting past.*” McCormick and Child, by contrast,
used Italy to suggest that Americans were not trapped, that they could consciously
craft their society according to a different creed. McCormick made this point as
early as 1920, when she interpreted the movement of young fascists in Italy as the
opening salvo in a world-wide reaction against liberalism. She wondered if such a
new world would “be as liberal, as easy for the nonconformists, as indulgent of the
mildly mad, as pitiful of the weak, as the muddling old world we used to know.”*
To a question that was barely a question, fascism seemed to offer a definitive “No.”
Where there was the will, there was another way of organizing society in favor of
community and duty, over individualism and rights, both Child and McCormick
implied.

The machine with a soul: the corporate state in American
imagination

Child and McCormick suggested that Italian corporatism worked better than Amer-
ican democracy. Each used images of machines to convey a sense of Italian effi-
ciency. For instance, McCormick described the corporate state as a “motor power.”
She repeated fascist claims that their system offered “a representation of interests
more real and responsive” than the system of geographical constituencies in demo-
cratic parliaments.* Child made similar arguments. He appropriated Mussolini’s
characterization of the state as a “machine which will run.”° In fascist corporat-
ism, “the various elements, agriculture, capital and labor,” were “brought together
under the guidance of government representatives.” In this system, interests were
not “masked” (as they were by lobbying in the United States) but coordinated to
produce legislation that enhanced the public good, Child claimed.’!

If the corporate state represented ordinary people’s interests more effectively
than liberal democracies did, it stood to reason that Italian corporatism was in some
ways more democratic than liberal democracy. McCormick relayed how, on meet-
ing Mussolini in the fall of 1926, she had asked him whether the corporate state was
“in a sense, more democratic than the State it supersedes.” McCormick’s question
was far more memorable than Mussolini’s response, which consisted of complex
and obfuscating language.” Child took at face value fascist propagandists’ claims
that Mussolini gave Italians the form of government they truly wanted. Since fas-
cism was the “will of the people” it was “in such sense... democracy,” he wrote.
Returning to images of fascism as an efficient machine, he continued: “Perhaps that
machinery... will do more to educate populations in self-government than old sys-
tems... [which] made uninteresting and unvital all self-government.”** He stopped
short of writing old systems, such as our own. But given the pervasiveness of
critiques of American democracy in the 1920s, Child’s readers were well-equipped
to fill in this blank.
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Much as they had referenced fascism’s approach to collective duties to shed
light on the American experience, McCormick and Child used the corporate state
as a source of policy recommendations, a point of comparison, and evidence of
the scope of the possible for the United States. McCormick, for example, cited
fascism’s achievement in the field of sectoral representation to suggest that the
United States, too, would benefit from an economic parliament, which might run
in parallel to Congress. She pointed out that the basis of economic representation
already existed in the United States in the form of various lobbying groups. By
institutionalizing lobbies, an American economic parliament would be able to reg-
ulate their influence over public life. McCormick argued that “[s]uch a translation
of democratic formulas into new forms” could “make representative government
more representative,” although she did not foresee an imminent amendment to the
Constitution, which was necessary to make way for such a change.**

Child’s policy suggestions were more extreme, since they consisted not of add-
ing an additional body to the established structure of US government, but instead
of stripping institutions away. If the American people had neither the interest nor
capacity to exercise their vote responsibly, and if they wanted only to be governed
well, did they need multiple political parties or two houses of Congress, Child
asked.” All the evidence he provided suggested they did not. While McCormick
argued that the United States’ democracy would benefit from supplementary insti-
tutions, Child implied that Americans would be better served if they undid liberal
democracy entirely.

By making Americans see the faults of their system, these authors aimed to
raise domestic demands for change. Fascist Italy worked as a point of contrast,
which placed the United States’ failures in starker relief. McCormick reported
on scenes of apathy in the US presidential election of 1924—a contest that she
deemed “deadly and dull, to the bored populace.”® The enthusiastic participation
of Italians in their pared-back political system made the money, time, and energy
spent on American elections seem more absurd. Echoing H. L. Mencken’s derisive
views of representative government, she reported from the US House visitors’ gal-
lery at the decade’s end. Congressmen yawned, read newspapers, chewed gum,
and picked their teeth. They did almost anything other than legislate, McCormick
claimed.”” The corporate state’s provision of sectoral expertise made a lackluster
Congress seem more incompetent still.

McCormick, in particular, recognized that in Italy, the corporate state had
curtailed certain freedoms—such as the voters’ right to select their own rep-
resentatives. But, in an era in which only half of eligible Americans exercised
their vote, she suggested that fascism had made an appropriate trade-off between
liberty and security. Making a decision that must have pleased the fascist min-
istry of propaganda, she chose to give Mussolini the last words in the article
that she produced after their 1926 meeting. The Italian people had not lost any
liberties that really mattered, when they were deprived of “wastes of energy,”
such as a democratically elected parliament. And they had gained more valu-
able freedoms in return, including “the liberty to make their own land great.”*
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McCormick allowed Mussolini to make a decisive contribution to a question that
was on many Americans minds by the mid-1920s: did liberal democracy deliver
freedoms worth anything at all?

For American fans of fascism, Mussolini’s regime was more than an efficient
machine. Child wrote that Mussolini believed it was his destiny to build the fascist
state into a “machine which will run and has a soul.”® According to this formula,
as something more than technocratic governance, the corporate state had captured
Italians’ imagination. Both Child and McCormick hoped it would inspire also their
readers in the United States to believe that, beyond traditional liberal democracy,
lay a form of government that fulfilled both the material and spiritual needs of
humankind.

Conclusion: liberal realities, fascist dreams

After 1930, Richard Washburn Child wrote little about fascism; Anne O’Hare
McCormick grew increasingly tempered in her praise of Mussolini’s regime. As
fascist Italy became more militaristic and repressive, and drew closer to Hitler’s
Germany, it was harder for outspoken fans of Mussolini to remain within the US
cultural mainstream. This was patently not the case in the 1920s, when Child and
McCormick built their careers in large part through their fascist sympathies. Child’s
reputation as i/ Duce’s friend and confidant scored him commissions with the Post
and book deals, including as the editor of Mussolini’s 1928 English-language
autobiography.®® Interviews with Mussolini raised McCormick’s profile at the
New York Times.S' Child and McCormick were not alone in this regard. Numerous
Americans, across the political spectrum, advanced their careers and social stand-
ing in the 1920s, not in spite of their sympathies for fascism but because of their
admiration of Mussolini’s regime, at a time when it appeared to offer decisive solu-
tions for shortcomings in liberal institutions and liberal ways of life.

The history of American expressions of sympathy with Italian fascism is a
history of elision and asymmetry. Building on theories of transnational cultural
transfer, this chapter has offered insights into how cultural mediators—in this case,
Child and McCormick—repurposed fascist ideas and policies as they translated
them for, and conveyed them to, American audiences. Like most foreign admirers
of Mussolini, these two American writers were not interested in fascism in its total-
ity. Instead, they focused on elements of the regime that held up a mirror to specific
facets of American modernity: the apparently rampant individualism of the 1920s
and the failure of elected representatives to lead, legislate, and inspire. From the
outset, they ignored aspects of fascism that offered no clear lesson or illuminating
point of comparison for the United States. So, for instance, they had nothing to say
on the institutionalization of the black-shirted militia (Milizia Volontaria per la
Sicurezza Nazionale) as a constant presence in Italian life. In addition, they were
laconic on the assassination of the socialist Giacomo Matteotti in 1924, and silent
about the range of extra-legal methods that the fascist party used to bully parlia-
ment into renouncing its own powers. In other words, neither writer was willing
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to acknowledge that violence was necessary to produce and maintain fascism in
Italy, because this implied that a shift from individualism to community, and from
representative democracy to organic democracy, would come to the United States
only at an intolerably high price.

In addition to these elisions, asymmetries abounded in McCormick’s and Child’s
accounts. Part of the asymmetry was a product of the different circumstances they
faced as foreign reporters in Italy, on the one hand, and citizen-journalists in the
United States, on the other. In Italy, correspondents encountered ordinary people
who were reluctant to criticize the regime, and government officials who made
access contingent on flattering reports. In the United States, reporters interacted
with citizens who felt free to complain about their government, and officials who
tolerated (even if they by no means welcomed) critical reports. Journalists were
incentivized to tell pretty lies about autocracies, where they were outsiders who
enjoyed many privileges but few rights, and ugly truths about democracies, where
they were truly at home.

As a result, Child’s and McCormick’s reports offered plenty of insights into
the realities of liberalism in the United States. Many Americans in the 1920s were
disillusioned with ideas of society, nation, and greater good. A growing number
were locked in numbing habits of higher income and rising consumption, without
the kind of solace that is provided by religion or war. Many Americans (and espe-
cially immigrants and people of color) were poorly represented by representative
democracy. All this was true.

But fascist Italy was not succeeding where the United States failed. Fascism
did not deliver to Italians “the liberty to live and to labor in order and in peace”
as Mussolini claimed.®* It demanded increasing levels of conformity from the Ital-
ian people, without offering them clear economic benefits in return. The regime
became far harsher in the mid-to-late 1930s, waging war on Ethiopia, excluding
Jews from public life and property ownership, and tying its foreign policy to Nazi
Germany’s. But even in the 1920s, it exacted a higher toll on Italians than Child
and McCormick acknowledged. The thousands of Italians who lived below the
poverty line in the 1920s, as well as the dissidents sent to confino (domestic exile)
after 1926, would not have thought that fascism provided an ideal balance between
economic security and personal freedom. Nor did the corporate state provide a
more representative form of government, as Child and McCormick imagined. The
400 members of parliament approved by plebiscite in 1929 were not sectoral spe-
cialists, capable of representing the genuine interests of agriculture, capital, and
labor. They were fascist stalwarts, who agreed to every policy that Mussolini’s
cabinet devised, including steps that bent Italy’s political economy toward murder-
ous, disastrous wars.

Child and McCormick pitted the very real problems of liberalism in the United
States against false images of fascism in Italy. In doing so, perhaps they helped
their readers to reflect upon the kinds of freedoms that mattered most to them.
Maybe they even encouraged some Americans to expect more from their democ-
racy. But McCormick and Child certainly did not enable Americans to see what
would be lost if liberalism itself was discarded along the way.
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