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“Fascism	in	America?	Don’t	Act	Surprised!”	by	Katy	Hull,	University	of	Amsterdam	

If my memory serves me, Leo Ribuffo gave me a single piece of advice when I was writing my dissertation on 
American sympathies with Italian fascism. He told me (repeatedly) to avoid any sense of “gee whiz.” From 
what I understood, “gee whiz” could result in three iterations of bad history. First, where “gee whiz” was an 
expression of self-congratulation (“look what I found!”), it would overstate my originality, suggesting that I 
had discovered something that other historians had never shown before. Second, when “gee whiz” indicated 
perplexity (“well, isn’t that strange?”), it would imply that fascist sympathies could not be explained by 
contemporaneous social, cultural, and political developments. And, third, where “gee whiz” connoted shock 
(“that’s awful!”), it would offer moral opprobrium as an inadequate substitute for analysis. Leo’s admonition 
to avoid “gee whiz” encouraged me to draw connections between extremist thought and mainstream 
institutions, ideas, and anxieties. And, although his verbal advice was succinct, his book—The Old Christian 
Right: The Protestant Far Right from the Great Depression to the Cold War—offered plenty of inspiration for how I 
might proceed. 

In The Old Christian Right, Leo argued that “the ‘extremism’ of the far right often converged with the cultural 
and political mainstream.”1 He explained why William Dudley Pelley (a spiritualist who headed the Nazi-
inspired Silver Legion), Gerald B. Winrod (founder of the fundamentalist organization, Defenders of the 
Christian Faith), and Gerald L.K. Smith (a preacher and populist politician) embraced conspiratorial anti-
Semitism and opposed interventions to defeat Nazi Germany. Leo reminded us that the United States was 
“an overwhelmingly nativist nation” in the early twentieth century; even “polite” society excluded Jews from 
universities, social clubs, and professions.2 Meanwhile, many Americans turned a blind eye to Nazi violence: 
the Saturday Evening Post (the magazine of middle America) welcomed Nazi leader Hitler’s rise to power; and, 
well into the mid-decade, American entrepreneurs continued to do business with the Third Reich.3 Rejecting 
over-simplified invocations of Richard Hofstadter’s “paranoid style,” Leo argued that Pelley, Smith, and 
Winrod’s beliefs were not a consequence of religious fundamentalism or mental illness.4 Instead, they were 
the product of rational calculations, based on their absorption of distasteful (but prevalent) elements of 
American culture. 

Leo’s observations about continuities between mainstream and extreme perspectives encouraged me to 
investigate sympathies for Italian fascism at the center of American life. The four individuals whom I profiled 
had ties to establishment politics, media, and academia. Richard Washburn Child was the US ambassador to 
Italy during the Harding administration and a prolific writer for the Saturday Evening Post. Anne O’Hare 
McCormick was a journalist for the New York Times, and the first woman to serve on the Times’ editorial 
board. Generoso Pope was the publisher of the United States’ preeminent Italian-language newspaper, Il 
Progresso Italo-Americano, and an important Democratic Party powerbroker. Herbert Wallace Schneider was a 
professor at Columbia University and a protégé of the moral philosopher, John Dewey. 

 

1 Leo P. Ribuffo, The Old Christian Right: The Protestant Far Right from the Great Depression to the Cold War 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1983), xii. 

2 Ribuffo, The Old Christian Right 243–44, 9. 
3 Ribuffo, The Old Christian Right 20. 
4 Ribuffo, The Old Christian Right 15–16, 238–49. Richard Hofstadter, “The Paranoid Style in American 

Politics,” Harper’s, November 1964. 
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Of course, had I only shown that fascist sympathizers were present in august institutions in the United States, 
I would have produced the kind of “gee whiz” history that Leo warned me not to write.5 Instead, following 
his example, I aimed to show how fascist sympathizers riffed on themes that circulated in the “dominant 
culture.”6 For example, when Child praised Italy’s Duce Benito Mussolini as a “patriot,” who molded “the 
plastic material of chaos” into a strong state, he echoed the State Department and Post’s admiration for anti-
Bolshevik strongmen.7 And when Schneider described the fascist corporate state as “up-to-date,” he keyed 
into political scientists’ concerns that the American system of representative democracy was obsolete.8 
McCormick’s admiration for the fascist program of land reclamation intersected with a widespread “back to 
the land” movement, which romanticized rural lifestyles in the depression years.9 And Pope’s characterization 
of fascism as a product of Italian ingenuity was a rejoinder to nativist stereotypes of southern European 
immigrants as irredeemably anti-modern.10 Through these examples and others, I investigated how Child, 
Schneider, McCormick, and Pope used pro-fascist discourses to stake out positions within mainstream 
debates on democratic dysfunction, economic reform, and immigration. Much as Leo had done, I suggested 
that fascist sympathies were woven into the texture of American foreign policy, culture, and social thought. 

While The Old Christian Right deserves to be read from cover to cover, I would point those whose time is 
limited to the introduction, which Leo titled “‘Extremism’ and Empathy.”11 He put extremism in quotation 
marks to signal that the word itself was problematic. By fencing off the likes of Pelley, Smith, and Winrod, 
labels such as “extremist,” and “radical right,” “obscure[d] the sources of indecency,” he argued.12 
Contextualizing the prejudice and narrow-mindedness of far-right individuals, Leo encouraged us to examine 
American culture and politics writ large. The second half of the introductory title—“Empathy”—spoke to the 
kind of historian (and person) he was. From Pelley’s advocacy of Jewish ghettos on American soil, to 
Winrod’s suggestion that President Franklin Roosevelt was no less a dictator than Adolf Hitler, to Smith’s 
proposal for the expatriation of black US citizens to Africa, Leo aimed to make the most outrageous notions 
comprehensible.13 His intention was not to normalize the reprehensible, but to prompt us to see the 
connective tissue between appalling ideas and the complacent attitudes and questionable policies of mainline 
thinkers and politicians. I suspect that my book—published three years after he died—would still contain too 
much “gee whiz” for Leo’s taste. It is not easy to write the kind of history he wrote. The best historians do 
not sling mud. Instead, they make us all feel a little bit dirty. 

 

5 There was nothing revelatory in my observation that Child, McCormick, Pope, and Schneider sympathized 
with fascism. John Diggins’ work on this subject was foundational to my own. John P. Diggins, Mussolini and Fascism: The 
View from America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972). 

6 Ribuffo, Old Christian Right, 244–46. 
7 Richard Washburn Child, “What Does Mussolini Mean?” Saturday Evening Post, July 26, 1924. 
8 Herbert Wallace Schneider, Making the Fascist State (New York: H. Fertig, 1928), 112; Katy Hull, The Machine 

Has a Soul: American Sympathy with Italian Fascism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2021), 65–83. 
9 Hull, Machine Has a Soul, 96–102. 
10 Hull, Machine Has a Soul, 46–48. 
11 Ribuffo, Old Christian Right, xi–ix. 
12 Ribuffo, The Old Christian Right xviii, xiii. 
13 Ribuffo, The Old Christian Right 70, 102, 165. 


