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On the problem of a definitive definition of 
fascism 
by Aitak Barani 

 

This input was given at the conference ‘Fascism Back in Europe?’ organized by the Zetkin 
Forum for Social Research and held in Berlin from 20 to 22 June 2025. You can find the 
recorded (in German) version here: https://youtu.be/xNTeYdyCgHM  

 

The desire for a definitive definition of fascism is all too understandable. Fully grasping it 
is something else: it is like a wrestling match - dynamic, lively, highly focused, precisely 
sensing the opponent in each of his movements, comprehending his changes of form. 
Fascism can come dressed in heavy Nazi boots Nazi today and in an Antifa hoodie 
tomorrow. We have to be vigilant. 

When Italian and German fascism appeared on the world stage, the workers' movement 
set out to understand it. It was simple on the streets: the Freikorps and the Fasci italiani 
di combattimento (Italian fighting bands) made it physically clear that these were real 
mortal enemies of the working class. That was in 1919. Just three years prior, Lenin's 
booklet on imperialism was published and circulated from hand to hand. The fact that 
capitalism in its imperialist stage produces the most reactionary aspects of capitalism 
was not surprising: it was obvious. 

But the fascism came in 1933. It was overwhelming. How could something be 
conceptualized that could not be grasped? There were no words and the mind could not 
accept so much of the unthinkable. The horror sought expression in people's minds. 
Based on the insight that capitalism is systemically fascist and increasingly so, i.e. that it 
must become increasingly reactionary in its imperialist stage of development - based on 
this insight - the horror of German-style fascism left behind a diQerentiation that no 
longer defined fascism as an essential, but rather as a specific and particular 
manifestation of specific and particular parts of capital. That was important. As a 
demarcation. No, fascism is not something other than capitalism, than the rule of 
finance capital itself. Adding this idea made the intention clear. But what remains of 
definitions is what is useful. The defence of democracy against fascism, the “never 
again” that legitimizes genocide today.   

Fascism, conceived as an expression of the most reactionary parts of finance capital, 
opens a door in which another possible side appears: the non-reactionary parts of 
finance capital. Bourgeois democracy, liberalism, social democracy, the Basic Law and 
freedom movements, national self-determination, women's rights and human rights. 

https://youtu.be/xNTeYdyCgHM


 2 

There the dark side of capitalism, here the bright side? This is how the enemy, finance 
capital, practices it, while we are still busy trying to understand our own definition. 

When the brutality of the opponent makes us wish for him to please stop hitting. When 
he sends one person to strike and another to nurture. Then torture in its most developed 
form has matured into a method of domination. Then the resting phase is part of the 
method, not the opposite, not another part.  

Finance capital and fascism, imperialism and fascism, capitalism and fascism, as well 
as bourgeois democracy and fascism - one and the same and indistinguishable? 

When we go back onto the streets, it becomes tangible: we are now being hit 
everywhere, by everyone: from the right, from the left, from the center. The opponent in 
the ring is friend and foe, the outstretched hand becomes a fist and vice versa: antifas 
who praise war; democratic parties who trample on the Basic Law and the executive 
who strikes - in the name of defending democracy and the liberal order. And genocide. 
Who even gets upset by them today? What is left of fascism? Volatility of form. The 
horror long since normalized. From the exception to the norm. Normalization of the 
exception – sublation (Aufhebung): destruction of the form of the existing while 
simultaneously improving it, elevating and thus preserving the content:  Refinement of 
practice on the part of domination consists in the combination: democratic and anti-
democratic, integrating and excluding, war and peace, fascism and democracy ... 
combined methods of the domination of finance capital? 

Definitions are helpful for short windows of time. The boundaries and finite forms that 
we set in front of ourselves, disappear the next moment. Definitions are too rigid for life, 
for reality. Thinking is a constant struggle against habit, against definitive, final 
statements. It is always work. Working on the concrete, on what´s there. Exhausting, but 
for the praxis aQective. 

Definitions of fascism must be put to the test. Concentrating on the essence, focusing 
on changes in form. Under tension. In struggle. No breathing space. We must meet the 
fascists wherever we meet them. Everywhere. 

 


