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BOOK REVIEW

Corporatism and fascism: the corporatist wave in Europe, edited by Antonio Costa
Pinto, London, Routledge, 2017, 312 pp., £110 (hardcover), ISBN 9781138224834

Although the question of why we should study the role of corporatism in the spread of fascist
regimes in inter-war Europe today is never explicitly raised by the authors, we do not need to
look too far to realize that Corporatism and Fascism, edited by Antonio Costa Pinto, is a timely
study. As we observe the rise of far-right parties in election after election across the West, we
are reminded, by historians such as Timothy Snyder and Corey Robin (the latter at times
reminding the former of his own advice)1 that we need to look beyond rhetoric—even
beyond election results—to institutions and institutional transformations to gauge the
extent to which those far-right parties have a hold on democracy. Surely no less crucial,
then as now, is a transnational perspective that traces the networks through which far-right
movements diffuse ideology and exert influence, contesting liberal democracies and, at
times, each other. The authors therefore ‘wish to move the research on inter-war dictatorships
to a relational and institutional perspective’ (xii) and they do so in two parts.

The first four chapters aim to work out the conceptual contours of the notion of corporat-
ism from a deliberately transnational standpoint. They paint in rougher brushstrokes to help
us see the bigger picture and in this way also serve as an excellent introduction, clarifying ter-
minology and introducing larger contexts that give the novice the background necessary in
order to appreciate the second half of the book, which gathers a number of national case
studies on the role of corporatism in the transformations from democracy to authoritarianism
in inter-war Europe.

Costa Pinto opens the volume with a transnational overview of the various dictatorial
regimes in which corporatism played some role and introduces a distinction between social
and political corporatism. Whereas social corporatism is defined as the organization of collec-
tive social, and especially also economic, interests into ‘a limited number of singular, compul-
sory, non-competitive, hierarchically ordered and functionally differentiated’ bodies—in
practice somewhere between the ideal of medieval guilds and modern trade unions—political
corporatism is a specific type of political representation. Unlike liberal notions of political rep-
resentation through multi-party parliaments and universal suffrage, political corporatism is
organicist in its belief that individuals exist authentically only through social functions, and,
consequently, can only be represented by their corporatist bodies’ delegates to legislative
chambers. Presenting an impressive survey of 24 inter-war dictatorships, Costa Pinto shows
that these two types of corporatism existed in practice through many hybrid forms, as inter-
national inspirations intersected with national traditions. Some regimes introduced only social
corporatism; others created corporatist chambers alongside more or less liberal multi-party
parliaments; others allowed some free trade unions to coexist alongside corporatist state struc-
tures, etc.

Without losing sight of the empirical, this reader would have liked to see some of the book’s
conceptual questions pushed further. First, does political corporatism presuppose social cor-
poratism? After all, if social and economic interests are not first effectively organized into cor-
porations, how could these serve as institutional structures for legitimate political
representation? A look at the data seems to support this: in 22 of the regimes surveyed,

1https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/may/02/donald-trump-authoritarian-look-actions-not-words.
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social corporatism was more established or as established as political corporatism, only two
regimes—Pais’s Portugal and the Ustase regime in Croatia—reverse this trend. Second,
would it be worth conceptually separating out the economic and the social side of social cor-
poratism, as some right-wing dictatorships instituted separate economic and cultural corpora-
tist chambers? Third, integral corporatism is sometimes mentioned as a category alongside
social and political corporatism. Though never explicitly defined, it seems to be a way for con-
trasting non-statist forms, often inspired by Catholic social thought, with fascist, statist corpor-
atism. Does integral corporatism go beyond political corporatism, or can they be used
synonymously?

The second chapter, by John Pollard, speaks directly to the question of Catholicism and its
influence on corporatism in far-right regimes. All contributors note the importance of the
Catholic tradition on corporatist thought. At the same time, they are careful to distinguish
Catholic corporatism from its more statist or fascist counterparts. Looking briefly at the
origins of Catholic corporatism in nineteenth-century counter-Enlightenment thought, he
observes the marginal role it played in Leo XIII’s 1891 encyclica Rerum Novarum and until
the 1920s, when it gradually started to move to the center of the debate in Catholic circles,
in Austria, Portugal, Belgium and Switzerland. The Great Depression made the search for a
Catholic Third Way between capitalism and socialism seem increasingly urgent, and Quadra-
gesimo Anno in 1931 included a ‘brief, but much more explicit’ (p. 49) endorsement of cor-
poratist thought than its predecessor 40 years earlier. Surveying its influence on fascism, the
author concludes that although Pius XII and Catholic elites were careful always to distinguish
their own brand of corporatism from the authoritarian style, ‘less well-informed Catholics
often failed to appreciate the essential differences’ (p. 54).

Pollard hesitates to go so far as to call Catholic corporatism a catalyst for fascism, but this
possibility is at least suggested by the fact that fascist corporatism seemed strongest in mostly
Catholic countries—Italy, Portugal, Spain, Croatia, France, Austria, Slovakia—and weak in tra-
ditionally Protestant countries such as Germany and Norway. (As Klaus Neumann notes, ideo-
logically, the ‘Nazis would see the individual less a member of his profession or social class, and
more as a Volksgenosse, a member of the German race united by blood and soil’ and, practi-
cally, were simply unwilling to accept any institutions that might curtail their power (p. 135).)
As we learn from Laura Cerasi in her chapter on Italy, ‘corporatism is very sensitive in studies
on inter-war Italian Catholicism’ (p. 115). Gerhard Botz in his chapter on Austria puts it more
bluntly when he writes that ‘[i]n reality the Catholic social corporatism merged with political
corporatism and paved the way to forced corporatism’ (p. 149). A focus on the ideological
overlap between nineteenth-century counter-Enlightenment thought, Catholic anti-liberalism
and fascism on the level of ideas might perhaps have shed more light on how fascism was able
to use corporatism to spread itself through the Catholic world (including Latin America and
sub-Saharan Africa) than the focus on certainly real, but very subtle intellectual differences
among the elite.

Matteo Pasetti, in the third chapter, effectively illustrates the transnational diffusion of
fascist corporatism by zooming in on a decisive document, the Italian Labor Charter (Carta
del Lavoro) of 1927. He notes how promoting corporatism, which already enjoyed a rising
popularity in many European countries, helped fascism show a ‘social, revolutionary, univer-
sal, and modern face’ (p. 62), as well as gain the attention and even sympathy of ‘political
circles as far afield as the British Labor Party’ (p. 64). While the Carta had no juridical
value in Italy strictly speaking, and corporatism was not fully implemented until as late as
1939, the charter was widely read abroad and hailed as the gold standard for right-wing cor-
poratist constitutions. The inclusion of left-wing reactions to right-wing corporatism in inter-
war Europe is especially laudable. Olivier Dard mentions that corporatism in Vichy France was
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‘a source of inspiration for a whole portion of the labour movement,’ (p. 216). But elsewhere in
the volume, these fascinating sorts of cross-pollinations remain largely undiscussed.

Chris Thornhill, finally, proposes an illuminating sociological account of the rise and fall of
corporatism that is best described as neo-Hegelian. If Hegel’s Philosophy of Right analyzes the
unfolding actualization of the idea of freedom in the modern state and normative sub-spheres,
Thornhill’s chapter places corporatism in a narrative about the dialectical development of
modern nation states in their struggles to achieve maximal social and legal inclusion. Corpor-
atism appears as a stage in this development, in which the internal contradictions and failings
of the previous stage propelled the wave of corporatist experiments with their promises for
social integration and unity. These experiments, however, were doomed to fail as a result of
their own contradictions—between capital and labor, but also between periphery and center
—which eventually led to post-corporatist regimes.

A puzzle remains, for this chapter as well as others. Though the corporatist regimes often
failed, they sometimes achieved even less: often, they existed primarily on paper. Rivera’s
regime collapsed before the corporatist constitution entered into effect (p. 13). Under Musso-
lini, corporatism was not fully implemented until 1939, and under Salazar in Portugal not until
1950 (p. 14). The Nazis never liked corporatism (p. 18), and they prevented its full implemen-
tation in Slovakia (p. 28), while stymying inchoate plans to implement it in Poland (p. 22) and
possibly Norway (p. 31). Vichy saw the ‘embryo of a… corporatist chamber, but it was short-
lived,’ and corporatist representation never ‘saw the light of day’ (p. 28). In Hungary, Gömbös,
who had planned a corporatist system, died in 1936, ‘and with him his plans’ (p. 21). In
Romania, corporatism was a ‘minor ideological component’ under both Carol II and Ion Anto-
nescu (p. 23). In Bulgaria and Yugoslavia, corporatism ‘made a brief appearance’ (p. 23), and in
Metaxas’ Greece it only ever existed on paper (pp. 24–25). Together, these observations make
one doubtful of the claim that ‘corporatism…was the inter-war dictatorships’ most powerful
institutional device and certainly their lowest common denominator’ (p. 34).

That said, the study remains highly valuable as a multifaceted introduction to the history of
democracies’ transformations into authoritarian regimes in inter-war Europe, combining
intellectual, institutional, political and economic history, and raising provocative questions
along the way.

David Kretz
École Normale Supérieure

david.kretz@ens.fr
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