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ASSESS THE DIFFERENT 
HISTORIOGRAPHICAL 

APPROACHES TO FASCISM 
AND THEIR USEFULNESS 
FOR DEFINING NEW FAR-
RIGHT DEVELOPMENTS.

As a political term, ‘fascism’1 carries a historical power 
unparalleled by any other. It has seen prominent use by 
legislators, philosophers and historians alike to antago-
nise and control narratives around political enemies.2 
Fascism as an idea gained these powerful connotations 
from its unique and universally denounced crimes. The 
world after the Holocaust was described by historian 
Nora Levin as ‘in truth, a new planet’,3 cementing the 
fascist movement as a force against humanity. With this 

powerful rhetorical weight, modern, political histori-
ans have aimed to control perceptions of  fascist history, 
from the nascent Comintern’s historiographers to the 
administration of  Donald Trump. With conservatives 
often likening Marxism to Hitler’s national socialism, 
and leftists decrying police of  any nation as ‘fascist pigs’, 
the main driver for historical approaches to fascism ap-
pears political.
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Fascist historiography mainly aims to construct what 
Roger Griffin terms a ‘fascist minimum’, a set of  basic 
tenets that can differentiate a fascist regime from others.4 
This minimum serves to identify, and therefore prevent, 
fascist politics, and thus the recurrence of  crimes like 
the Holocaust. Due to fascism’s political connotations, 
ideologically different historians offer vastly different 
approaches. On the right, philosophical conceptions of  
‘great men of  history’ and the role of  the nation define 
conservative perspectives on the subject, such as those of  
Ernst Nolte. On the left, Marxist historiography of  fas-
cism, pioneered by Leon Trotsky, is expressed through 
historical materialism and perceiving fascism within the 
class struggle. In liberal historiography, typical focus on 
abstract ideas shape perspectives such as that of  Roger 
Griffin, identifying the ‘core myth’ of  fascism as ‘palin-
genetic ultranationalism’.5 This essay will assess these 
three primary approaches in fascist historiography, their 
validity, and how they address modern right-wing pop-
ulism, particularly that of  Donald Trump.

Ernst Nolte (1923-2016) was a German historian best 
known for his seminal work on fascism, Fascism and its 
Epoch (1963), as well as leading the conservative faction 
in the West German Historikerstreit. Within conservative 
historiography generally, two branches can be observed; 
firstly, that of  Rankean empiricism, focused on primary 
sources and unifying ideas of  human history through 
the actions of  individuals,6 opposing the second ‘phil-
osophical’ branch of  history, exemplified by G.W.F. 
Hegel’s conception of  a spiritual and dialectic struggle 
of  national and individual geists (spirits).7 Taught by the 
Hegelian philosopher Martin Heidegger, Nolte leans 
toward the latter school of  historical practise, focusing 
on the ‘metapolitical phenomena’ of  national struggles 
and the concept of  ‘transcendence’, aligned with He-
gel’s conception of  the spirit and focusing on the collec-
tive will of  the nation.8

From this Hegelian approach, Nolte sees fascism as a di-
alectical antithesis to Marxism; ‘anti-Marxism [...] rad-
ically opposed and yet related’.9 This trend of  relating 
fascism to Marxism occurs throughout conservative his-
toriography; sociologist F.A. Hayek believes national so-
cialism to have ‘similar intellectual roots’ to Marxism,10 
while ethnographer A. James Gregor called fascism a 
‘variant’ on classical Marxism.11 While acknowledging 
fascism’s anti-Marxist qualities, Nolte emphasised the 
anti-liberal and anti-capitalist rhetoric of  fascism. In 
this, Nolte argued that fascism was a reaction to ‘tran-
scendence’, a historical phenomenon including both 
sociopolitical and technological progress, as well as the 
existentialist goal of  releasing man ‘from the confines 
of  the everyday world’.12 In the USSR and USA, Nolte 
saw examples of  transcendence, such as Yuri Gagarin’s 
space flight into the ‘province of  gods’, while fascism 
rejected these Marxist and liberal efforts, focusing on 
a return to paganism, ‘spartanist’ lifestyles and Ger-

man-Roman hegemony in Europe.13

Nolte’s understanding of  fascism as a force of  reaction 
is largely valid, as is his understanding of  the distinct 
national character of  fascism, particularly in his analy-
sis of  French Integralism, Italian Fascism and German 
Nazism. Nolte’s failure largely falls within his conserva-
tive philosophical approach. Focusing on the national 
character causes Nolte to lose sight of  subtler differenc-
es in fascist movements, such as the monarchist Carl-
ists and national-syndicalist Falangists of  Spain, despite 
belonging to the same nation, perhaps finding better 
analogues in the French Action Française or Sorelians 
respectively. Nolte also appears to ignore fascism’s class 
character, other than some ‘anti-bourgeois’ sentiments. 
In reality, fascists were incredibly concerned with class 
and often supported the bourgeoisie. Adolf  Hitler, in 
Mein Kampf, argued for class division’s existence being 
based in genetic factors,14 and engaged in a policy of  
mass privatisation upon ascending to power.15 Nolte’s 
understanding of  Marxism and fascism sharing ‘iden-
tical methods’ also breaks upon nuanced analysis; al-
though both being coups, the 1917 seizure of  power 
by Lenin’s vanguard party engaged in a non-consensual 
revolution against the state, immediately followed by 
civil war, as opposed to the bloodless and complicit re-
gime change of  Mussolini’s March on Rome. Nolte’s re-
duction of  Nazism to an anti-modernist movement, and 
focusing too heavily on its philosophical underpinnings, 
has been seen by some, such as Jürgen Habermas, as so-
cially irresponsible. This, when combined with Nolte’s 
rejection of  the Holocaust as unique, and his absolving 
of  the German public from guilt in the Nazi regime in 
characterising Nazi fascism almost exclusively in terms 
of  Hitler, obscures identification, and thus prevention, 
of  fascism.16

Leon Trotsky (1879-1940), Russian revolutionary and 
thinker, pioneered Marxist historiography on fascism as 
the movement emerged, his collected works on the mat-
ter, Fascism: What It Is and How To Fight It (1969), remain-
ing a seminal perspective on the topic. Originating from 
the works of  Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, historical 
materialism focuses on the history of  ‘class struggle’, a 
political, economic and armed conflict between class-
es over control of  the means of  production.17 Political 
movements, such as fascism, are understood by Marx-
ists as apparatus of  this class struggle, a position Trotsky 
explicitly adopts in his combative analysis.

In addition to this legacy, Trotsky’s theory is defined by 
his political purposes; classification of, containment of  
and direct assault of  fascist movements. Identifying fas-
cism within the broader class struggle, Trotsky believed 
the ideology to be ‘a plebian movement in origin, di-
rected and financed by big capitalist powers’.18 Mussoli-
ni’s movement was thus classed by Trotsky as fascist, but 
the lack of  petty-bourgeois based in Primo De Rivera’s 
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Spain disqualified it from the title. Trotsky also iden-
tified fascism as ‘capitalism in crisis’, a notion shared 
by both his contemporaries and successors, although in 
different forms. Two contemporaries, Comintern his-
torians Georgi Dimitrov and Clara Zetkin, described 
fascism as a terrorist form of  ‘finance capital’,19 while 
a modern writer, Australian Marxist historian Evan 
Smith, noted that the left view of  fascism remains that 
it is an evolution of  capitalism even today.20 Trotsky’s 
definition of  fascism, additionally, classifies it as a his-
torical stage, succeeding the revolutionary ‘Jacobinism’ 
and stable ‘Democracy’ to defend capitalism against 
revolution.

Trotsky’s definition of  fascism compellingly provides an 
explanation for fascism’s origin, with almost all fascist 
movements originating out of  some preceding Bien-
nio Rosso,21 or another such leftist conflict, seeming to 
align with Trotsky’s understanding of  fascism as par-
ticularly shaped by fear of  revolt. Trotsky’s analysis of  
the class character of  fascism, being petty-bourgeois in 
nature, remains insightful as well, as has been noted by 
other writers on the subject, such as George Orwell.22 
Trotsky’s faults mainly come from a hyper-focus on 
Marxism; Salazar’s Portugal or Metaxas’ Greece, for 
instance, grew more out of  a general ‘capital in crisis’ 
period of  instability, rather than in response to a com-
munist threat. Additionally, Trotsky’s class focus on the 
petty bourgeoisie, while fundamental to most fascist 
movements, ignores far-right populisms from the fascist 
family, including Francoism or Pinochet’s Chile being 
driven more by the military class. This class focus, as 
Robert S. Wistrich points out, results in a loss of  sight of  
many technical and political traits within these move-
ments; national character, aesthetic, social presence; all 
defining features of  most fascist movements.23

Roger Griffin (1948-) leads much of  the modern dis-
course on fascist history, his seminal works on the topic 
being The Nature of  Fascism (1969) and Fascism (1990). 
An academic at Oxford Brookes University, Griffin of-
ten appears to emulate his British predecessors in the 
liberal tradition of  Whig historiography, not necessarily 
in the progressive approach of  Hume or the idealism 
of  Macaulay, but rather in the focus on abstract ideas 
as the force of  history. In the pursuit of  his fascist min-
imum, Griffin focuses not on national differences or 
class fundamentals, but doctrinal beliefs and tenets of  
fascist ideology.

In this, Griffin directly analyses a ‘core myth’ of  fas-
cism, deliberately focusing on the non-class element. 
This pursuit aims to identify and prevent fascism, Grif-
fin believing the ‘third millennium’ would reawaken 
the anxieties that originally fueled fascism’s rise. Griffin 
understands fascism as a ‘revolutionary form of  nation-
alism’, bridging class divides and rebirthing the nation 
as something new. Here, he opposes both preceding his-

torians; fascism, for Griffin, is necessarily modern and 
transcendental, and an instrument of  class unity, rather 
than Trotsky’s class war. Griffin additionally believes a 
key defining feature of  all fascisms to be the adoption 
of  certain characteristics based on historical and geo-
graphic context, summarising this total definition in 
one sentence; ‘a political ideology whose mythic core in 
its various permutations is a palingenetic form of  popu-
list ultra-nationalism’.24

Griffin succeeds in creating a geographically and tempo-
rally diverse study of  fascism, including the Sinarquists 
and Falangists of  Latin America, Nazi-sympathetic 
groups in the Arab world and nostalgic fascisms of  the 
modern-day. This success has earned him the appraisal 
of  many modern historians, including Stanley G. Payne 
and Ian Kershaw. At the same time, Griffin’s ideological 
focus results in the exclusion of  many right-wing popu-
lists. For instance, Mexican Synarchism is discounted on 
its Catholic identity, a criterion discounting many dan-
gerous movements, even including Franco or Jozef  Tiso. 
Additionally, Griffin often divides between fascism, pro-
to-fascism and neofascism seemingly arbitrarily, again 
ignoring large and dangerous political presences such as 
Jair Bolsonaro’s Brazil. As J. Schwarzmantel points out, 
Griffin largely ignores Marxist debates on anti-social-
ist elements of  fascism and class composition,25 while 
Alberto Spektorowski also notes that Griffin leaves out 
crucial figures in the birth of  fascism, including Sorel 
and Maurras.26

In preventing fascism, the necessary first step is to iden-
tify it. Right-wing populists that threaten democratic 
institutions, as well as the rights and lives of  minorities, 
are often accused of  fascism, but the academic validity 
of  these claims remain questionable. This can be seen 
in the case of  President Donald Trump and the modern 
American Republican Party.

Considering Ernst Nolte’s definition of  fascism, one 
might point to Trump’s unapologetic reactionary ten-
dencies, or the slogan of  ‘Make America Great Again’, 
as a specific rejection of  modernity and transcendence. 
In the earlier phases of  his term, Trump appeared to 
ignore Marxism, but he began to fit Nolte’s understand-
ing of  fascism more toward the 2019 State of  the Union 
Address, declaring that ‘America will never be a social-
ist country’ in response to growing left-wing populism 
in the nation.27 Both in his protectionist trade war with 
China, and during his response to the coronavirus pan-
demic, Trump appeared to move away from the neo-
liberal politics of  his predecessors, and towards even a 
socialist bent, with coronavirus income relief  and ges-
tures toward a universal basic income seeming to corre-
spond with Nolte’s belief  that fascism imitates Marxist 
policy. Trump’s lack of  violent paramilitarism, however, 
as well as his democratic ascension to power, discount 
him from Nolte’s core criterion of  revolutionary action. 
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Thus, Nolte would likely find him innocent of  fascism.

Trotsky’s analysis would appear to situate Trump as a 
capitalist reaction to the crisis of  2008. Political film-
maker Michael Moore, for instance, commented on 
Trump as an outbreak of  middle and working-class re-
sentment at the failure of  neoliberal capitalism.28 Addi-
tionally, Trump relies largely on middle-class and pet-
ty-bourgeois support, as Lance Selfa of  Jacobin points 
out, aligning with Trotsky’s class characterisation of  
fascism.29 However, aside from aforementioned remarks 
about ‘far-left fascism’ and never becoming a socialist 
country, Trump’s politics have remained largely illiber-
al at worst, and never more in an antagonistic struggle 
with the working class than indifferent, or even cooper-
ative. With a far more racial and identitarian centre to 
his politics, Trotsky might classify Trump as more of  a 
conservative authoritarian than a genuine mass-move-
ment opposed to working-class activity.

Roger Griffin’s conception of  ‘palingenetic ultranation-
alism’ might appear realised in the nuclear-age nostal-
gia of  Trumps ‘Make America Great Again’ rhetoric. 
Trump has made great efforts to bridge class divides, 
seen by many as capitalising on the anti-elite sentiments 
of  a disgruntled American working class.30 However, 
Trump’s term has not been characterised by the sort of  
grand projects of  Hitler or Mussolini, nor the accom-
panying popular paramilitary action; no counterpart 
to Pan-Germanism or the Abyssinian War. As Griffin 
himself  argues, in a piece for Vox on the topic of  Trump, 
he has no wish for a truly national rebirth.31 More so, 
Trump wishes to reform American institutions into an 
autocracy, while remaining liberal and capitalistic.32

While Trump shows many indications of  fascistic ten-
dencies, an observation of  the historiographical cur-
rents surrounding fascism demonstrates a seemingly 
consensus opinion on the topic. Rather than variance 
between political opinion and method, these distinct 
currents arrive at the same conclusion: Trump appears 
to be a right-wing populist and an autocrat, but not a 
genuine fascist. When covering many threatening right-
wing populists, the same phenomenon appears. Boris 
Johnson, or Bolsonaro, would appear to follow the same 
general pattern as Trump, and thus are innocent of  fas-
cism. At the same time, the more ‘visionary’ and expan-
sionist nationalist leaders, like Xi Jinping or Vladimir 
Putin, do not fight modernism or transcendence, and 
operate without popular paramilitaries or traditional 
palingenesis.

In the broader goal of  prevention, this lack of  appli-
cability presents a problem. Right-wing populists and 
widely acknowledged threats to democracy cannot be 
accurately described as fascist, and thus the prima-
ry preventative goal of  the historiographical school is 
rendered mute. For a historiography largely aimed at 

prevention, the technical definition of  fascism becomes 
a hindrance, wherein new words like Griffin’s ‘neofas-
cism’ or Timothy Snyder’s ‘not-even fascism’33 cloud 
the possibility of  identifying these populist currents. In 
this sense, new far-right developments become detached 
from the historiography of  fascism and require new his-
toriographies of  broader socio-political phenomena, of  
which fascism and the nascent new populist movement 
are a part. Inspiration might come from something 
similar to Umberto Eco’s Ur-Fascism, wherein fascism 
is a ‘family’, or spectrum of  interchangeable qualities 
and traits that provide a more broad categorisation of  
these movements.34 Fascism remains a threat, but only 
within an analysis of  these new forms of  populist and 
autocratic nationalism can the original goals of  fascist 
historiography be achieved.

The historiography of  fascism, then, ceases to function 
effectively in its preventive measure for the modern-day. 
However, it invites a forward movement for historians. 
Fascist historiography heretofore has been too con-
cerned with the creation of  a limiting ‘minimum’, a doc-
trinaire approach restricting it from any present utility. 
The defining methods of  historians like Nolte, Trotsky 
and Griffin, limited though they are, should be used to 
forge a new method in identifying autocratic national-
ism; a method in which these new populisms might be 
prevented, whether they arrive in fascist uniform or not. 
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