
4

F IVE FACES OF  FASCISM

Ruth Ben- Ghiat

“Visualizing fascism” might seem to be an easy endeavor. Most of us can 
easily conjure mental pictures of the right- wing regimes of the interwar and 
World War II years. Uniformed men on the march, children performing in 
sports arenas, the dictator in his uniformed splendor, state- sponsored vio-
lence on the street and in disciplinary spaces (prisons, camps, penal colonies) 
probably figure in this repertoire. One national case may come to mind, or 
perhaps the differing flags, costumes, and emblems blend into a transnational 
flow of fascist images. Either way, our quick takes (and those produced by 
Google and YouTube searches) often settle on two sets of images: the portrait 
of the leader, and fascism as a mass movement captured through shots of 
large- scale political spectacle and choreographed bodies.1 

The mental reflex that defaults to these two poles — the individual and 
the anonymous crowd — captures an essential truth about the workings and 
appeal of fascism in its own time. Studies of fascist aesthetics, spectatorship, 
and ritual bear out the importance of communal activities in shaping the 
particular sense of togetherness and social cohesiveness such regimes de-
pended on. Paul Corner cites “mass participation in public events” as the 
defining trait of Italian Fascism, understood as a “popular dictatorship,” and 
this could be extended to many other right- wing regimes. Attending mass 
rallies, taking part in parades and paramilitary exercises, or even just seeing 
films with the knowledge that informers were likely present in the theater 
trained people to subsume their own individuality to that of the collective. 
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This helped to shape the kinds of subjects who would work toward the so-
cial and political goals of the dictatorship. The leader, even if absent, was the 
binding force at these events. “Losing oneself” in public and sharing adula-
tion of the leader proved to be no small part of fascism’s appeal.2

This essay argues that when we uncritically rely on this image bank to 
study fascist regimes we risk replicating fascism’s point of view. It asks us to 
consider other ways of visualizing fascism, and it proposes one: focusing on 
the anonymous “faces in the crowd” that populate so many fascist photo-
graphs and moving images. We cannot draw any firm conclusions about what 
those unknown people might be thinking — we can never know the inner 
lives of those caught by fascism’s cameras — yet these visages, which are often 
neglected in analyses of the regime’s visual propaganda, deserve our atten-
tion nonetheless. They remind us of what these regimes most feared and what 
their leaders could never fully control: the agency and humanity of the indi-
vidual, and the everyday that existed apart from, or in spite of, the regime. 
It is remarkable that fascism’s visual archive has had such staying power, to 
the point of dominating popular views about what dictatorship looked and 
sounded like, even seventy years after the demise of these regimes. This essay 
asks us to look at elements that are already present in that archive but that we 
too often gloss over, and to look again at other kinds of images of the fascist 
era that we “see,” albeit perhaps through the veil of established visual tradi-
tions and historiographies. Noa Steimatsky argues that the cinema has long 
been inspired by “the inexhaustible promise of its human faces to condense 
and open up clues — true or false — of an inner life, of subjectivity.” Histori-
ans of dictatorship who seek to know more about those who were caught up 
in fascism’s mass occasions can scrutinize the faces of those who featured in 
its propaganda to glean clues as well.3 

Fascist techniques of visualization reflect the mind- set of leaders who 
consider people in the aggregate, charting history in grand lines and from a 
top- down perspective. Their states’ photographic and film archives excelled 
at conjuring this collective drive toward a glorious future, producing end-
less stills and reels of crowds as they enacted Fascism’s “wheel of destiny,” as 
Benito Mussolini called it, going where the regime wanted them to go.4 When 
the camera does come to rest on a face for more than a few seconds, it is usu-
ally for a political reason. Pans of “regional” or “imperial” physiognomies or 
traditional dress in the context of troop reviews or folkloric performances 
assert the diversified support for the regime’s endeavors. Lingering cameos 
of faces flushed with joy or otherwise overcome with emotion as they gaze 
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upon the leader reinforce the rewards of submission to his cults of virility and 
authority. And the continuous feed of loving gazes upon the leader shores 
up notions of his omniscience and omnipotence. Such close framings of the 
leader and his masculine proxies in fascist visual propaganda also inculcate 
ideals of masculinity through intermedial and extracinematic circulations. 
In his studies of the face, Roland Barthes called attention to “class and so-
cial markers effecting facial attitudes and repertoires of expression,” as Stei-
matsky writes, which were then internalized by the public and brought into 
daily life. Fascist propagandists added to these political and racial markers 
that led them to single out certain physiognomies and affects. Yet these spe-
cial faces also end up in the image- flow of a collective march to the future. 
Time and the cameras stopped only for the face of the one who was direct-
ing this fast history while also standing above it; as such, he was already a 
monument(al)- figure. Under fascism, the leader’s was the only political face 
that viewers were encouraged to duplicate and admire from every angle.5 

Taking as my case study fascist Italy and its culture of empire, I mine im-
ages from a variety of sources: films and photographs of the Istituto Luce (the 
regime’s official image production agency); a photograph taken by an Italian 
soldier who served in Ethiopia; raw footage of British troops capturing sol-
diers like him during that empire’s demise; and stock photos of the libera-
tion of Italy from Mussolini. Studying the faces therein, I seek to uncover the 
visual edge of the everyday, the small moments inside big events, as lived by 
men and women who face the cameras and silently speak to us — if we know 
how to look and listen. I also reflect on what “visualizing fascism” can mean 
for historians. For one thing, it raises questions about what sources we privi-
lege to understand the past. It means asking how we can locate history in im-
ages, and what the place of images is in history. The former question touches 
on methodology, whereas the latter engages in historiography. The historical 
profession still displays a certain reluctance to use images as anything more 
than supplements to written documents, whether for lack of confidence and 
training or a bias toward what might be called “proof of the page.” These are 
missed chances to learn what only images can tell us. The visual not only 
communicates in ways written documents cannot; it can also enrich the field 
of historical research by leading us to new subjects and lines of inquiry that 
often have scant traces in the written and oral historical record.

While I’m mindful of the particularities of the photographic medium, I 
rely here primarily on the writings of scholars who have studied the cinema- 
history relationship (such as Marc Ferro, Robert Rosenstone, Antoine de 
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Baecque, Marcia Landy, and Christian Delage) and on my own investiga-
tions into the case study of Fascist empire films. This body of work reminds 
us that images have their own ways of narrating the past, and to hold them to 
the standards of written historical texts is, in part, to miss the point.6 Images 
convey facts but also realms of perception and intuition. The stories they nar-
rate often don’t coincide with those the written records of the public sphere 
convey, nor do they always map onto what the historical and state establish-
ments deem appropriate, interesting, or worthy of narration. Long before the 
advent of gender and postcolonial studies, for example, the visual record of 
modern European empires told us just how central indigenous women and 
relations with them were in the operation of imperial fantasy and of practices 
of domination on the ground. As Rosenstone has written, the visual can be a 
valuable font of alternative historiographies that often precede written ones, 
especially in “societies recovering from totalitarian regimes or the horrors 
of war.”7 

My essay locates us in the thick of such a regime, during the Italian Fas-
cist occupation of Ethiopia (1935 – 41) and into World War II. The invasion 
of a League of Nations member and the massive use of chemical weapons 
brought international sanctions and the urgent need for image management 
on a different scale. Starting in 1936, the regime intensified its control of the 
media and invested heavily in both documentary and feature films on impe-
rial themes. These years allow us to explore what Lutz Koepnick terms “the 
distinctive implication of fascist aesthetics in a project of imperial warfare, 
national purification, and genocide.”8 They also highlight the regime’s stake 
in the visual as a means of conquest and governance. The Istituto Luce be-
came a laboratory for visual propaganda, and both the film and political press 
hosted lively debates about the potential of moving images to transform war 
journalism and the representation of history. Yet even as cameramen were 
hailed as paragons of military manhood, the space for their own vision nar-
rowed considerably. Luce’s industrial aesthetic required the body behind the 
camera to all but disappear in the name of a collective and anonymous “eye.” 
Moreover, the fast pace of newsreels and their aim to distill single moments 
into exemplary mass experiences left almost no room for the expression of 
individual subjectivity of the kind that might translate into the camera lin-
gering on a particularly expressive face. Thus do the two predominant views 
of the face in fascist newsreel propaganda mirror the broader figurations of 
the leader- mass model of power. We have the face of the leader — its compos-
ite elements (such as the eyes and jaw) each the subject of visual and textual 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758913/9781478004387-005.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



 98 Ruth Ben- Ghiat

elaboration — and the cheering crowds seen in rapid pans that leave very little 
room for individuation.9 

Mussolini, All- Seeing

In their attention to the mechanics and culture of the image, Fascism’s film 
professionals had a superb teacher: Mussolini, who was Fascism’s most pro-
lific generator of images and its most beloved object.

My chosen view of Il Duce may seem odd in an essay about faces, given 
that his is only partly visible (figure 4.1). The focus, rather, is on his barely 
clothed body, the camera he peers through, and his scrawled signature. I 
start with this image as a reminder that processes of visualization begin and 
end with bodies. It is too easy for dictators’ faces to end up as otherworldly 
objects, ripe for worship as timeless symbols of absolute power — as, for ex-
ample, in the kind of internet memes so popular among today’s alt- right. In 
fact, at least three bodies haunt every image of the face: the body behind the 
camera, the body of the subject, and the bodies of its intended spectators. All 
three of these bodies are invoked in this image, released in 1934 by Musso-
lini’s press office, that depicts him on vacation in Rimini. The autographed 
card of Il Duce wielding a movie camera conjure his audience while alluding 
to the image- making process. Mussolini, then at the peak of his international 
celebrity (it would be tarnished when he invaded Ethiopia), was extremely 
conscious of all the elements of the stardom equation. Not only was his vis-
age disseminated and plastered all over Italy, but he was a star in America 
through his regular presence in newsreels and his own syndicated column in 
William Randolph Hearst’s one- thousand- plus publications.10 

But make no mistake: even as he allows us to gaze undisturbed at his 
sturdy body, he signals his control of the gaze and the technologies that ex-
tend it. Who is he looking at from his boat? His obscured face and pros-
thetic vision channels a world of state surveillance — informers hidden in 
the shadows, watching and listening, and policemen looking for the “right” 
faces — that often had brutal bodily consequences. We are always watching 
you, Mussolini says, even on the beach in July. It’s not surprising that a gi-
ant image of him looking through a movie camera, with armed soldiers and 
black- shirted officials lined up under it, reigned over the inauguration of the 
Cinecittà movie production complex in 1937.11 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758913/9781478004387-005.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



The Face in the Crowd 

The mass events that feature so heavily in the repertoire of received images 
of fascism had a crucial role in the national and international legitimation 
of such regimes. After an initial period of public violence meant to close off 
other political options and frighten people into submission, fascist govern-
ments often became visible in a different manner. They marshaled crowds of 
people into public spaces to display approval of the dictator and his proxies 
and policies. The individual has meaning on these occasions only as part of 
an aggregate that lends itself to spectacle — a labor no less important than 
building roads or invading countries. The second face of Fascism, therefore, 

4.1 Mussolini All- Seeing, Rimini, 1934. 
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must be that of the individuals we find when we go into the crowd, in this 
instance the one assembled in Piazza Venezia in October 1935 to hear Mus-
solini’s announcement of the invasion of Ethiopia (figure 4.2). Italian troops 
were ready to strike at the Ethiopian border, so the rally was largely perfor-
mative: the regime wished to show the world that the coming aggression had 
a popular mandate.12 

The presence of Luce cameras everywhere at the rally underscored that the 
participants were “on stage,” no less so than Mussolini. In the spirit of the Na-
zis’ blockbuster rally in Nuremberg in 1934, people assembled during the day, 
giving the press ample time to track their activities. Mussolini delayed his 
appearance until nightfall. For further dramatic effect, and to let his phrases 
resonate, silences and pauses composed half of the oration. As always at mass 
rallies, only a tiny fraction of those present actually saw him. Most looked in 
the direction of his voice, as transmitted by loudspeakers — those agents of 
interpellation — or directly at the Luce cameras. Their closed mouths and ex-
pressions strongly suggest silence. They are not part of the wild cheering and 
shouting on the soundtrack later overlaid by the Luce — those after- the- fact 
sounds of “consent” that become part of the default images of such rightist 
rallies. Their faces are sober and alert: after all, impending war meant worry 
about husbands, fathers, and boyfriends being drafted. Or maybe they merely 
arranged their faces into the neutral expressions that are recommended when 
one lives in a police state, especially when one finds oneself on camera. The 
directness of their gazes suggests a calm dignity and reserve. In the midst of 
a Fascist spectacle announcing that Italians will be sent off to Ethiopia like 
cattle, they were perhaps reluctant to show the kinds of emotions the state 
prompted them to have on such occasions. Here, the face is a kind of wall or 
buffer against the state’s intrusions.13 

In another way, too, these faces in the crowd can help us to “visualize Fas-
cism.” Julia Adeney Thomas in chapter 7, this volume, calls attention to the 
states of unexception that exist during wartime and the many moments that 
require not rallies and heroics, but quiet fortitude.14 The faces in this photo, 
taken on the eve of a military invasion, also anticipate that state of waiting 
and endurance. Over a million men would be mobilized over the course of 
the next nine months, and we can imagine that some of these men would be 
injured, or even dead, one year later. Fascism is nowhere, and everywhere, in 
these images of the crowd, as it also might have been in the intimate lives of 
ordinary Italians. 
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The Face of Empire 

“Ethiopia, 1937” reads the inscription on the back of a photo found in an 
Italian soldier’s album of memories of his service (figure 4.3).15 We’re on the 
other side of the invasion, in a double sense. The highly asymmetrical Italo- 
Ethiopian war ended, after nine months, with the May 1936 declaration of 
Italian victory and the Italian East African Empire, although resistance re-
mained so fierce that the Fascists had to employ more air power for “gover-
nance” for the next three years than during the war.16 The stakes were high for 
the regime. In Ethiopia, Fascism would demonstrate what its “own” model of 
colonization really looked like, as Italy’s other African colonies (Libya, Soma-
lia, Eritrea) had developed in accordance with the lax racial and population 
concerns of the liberal era. Fascism’s “demographic colonization” foresaw a 
settler class brought from the metropole and from “Little Italies” all over the 
world. Luce films (and features) participated in this call for Italian emigrants 
to “come home” (to Addis Ababa rather than Asti), even as the prospect of 
a white influx into black Italian Africa led the Fascists to adopt racial laws 
starting in 1937. These laws criminalized miscegenation and levied fines for 
fraternalization among the races, which were considered damaging to Italian 

4.2 Faces in the Crowd: Listening to Mussolini, Rome, October 2, 1935. Still from 
“Adunata!” October 8, 1935, Giornale Luce b0761, Archivio Luce (author’s collection).
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“prestige.” As oral and other histories of the period make clear, though, this 
ideal of a segregationist paradise fell short in practice. Italian men listened 
more to the temptations advertised by the song “Faccetta nera” than the dic-
tates that came from Rome. Italian soldiers frequented local brothels (leading 
the regime to import white prostitutes to deter them) but also had long- term 
relationships with women, and some deserted the military to make a life in 
Ethiopia with their companions.17 

All of these histories surround the image of an Ethiopian woman who 
wears the hat of an Italian soldier. Perhaps the hat belongs to the soldier who 
took the picture, or to the third party she is smiling at. This female face, 
and its absent interlocutors, initiates us into the complexities of colonial re-

4.3 Woman Wearing a 
Soldier’s Hat, Ethiopia, 
1937. Courtesy of Maaza 
Mengiste.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758913/9781478004387-005.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



 Five Faces of Fascism 103

lations, which were built on dynamics of intimacy and distance, dependency 
and domination.18 Who is this woman? Did the soldier place the hat on her 
head to stage the picture, or did she do it herself? If so, was it in a spirit of af-
fection or of mockery? The scale of the picture is intimate, almost domestic. 
She looks down, as though at someone seated close by; a tucul, or hut (per-
haps hers?), is in the background. The hat is the contrasting element in the 
picture: seen with the hut and her dress it limns the foreignness and strange-
ness of the Italian presence in Ethiopia. At the same time, her wearing of the 
hat enacts the acceptance of the “normality” of the Italian occupation, given 
that the hat seems to be a familiar, rather than frightening, object for her. 
The seeming ease of the situation might lead us to assume that this woman is 
the soldier’s lover. Perhaps. The album that holds this image contains plenty 
of tourist- style pictures and shots of comrades, but no other such intimate 
photographs with women. Whatever their relationship, the image captures 
a happy moment, and its female subject escapes from both the ethnographic 
and eroticizing views of the “black woman as seen by white man” purveyed 
by fascist propaganda. 

And yet it is those highly asymmetrical relations that prevail in the fascist 
visual archive we have inherited and work with even today. After World War 
II, as Ruth Iyob has shown, the Italian soldier exited from colonial memory 
as an agent of violence but remained in play as a libidinal subject. For exam-
ple, the journalist Indro Montanelli (1909 – 2001), who denied for years that 
Italy used chemical weapons in Ethiopia, concurrently boasted on television 
about buying and then selling a twelve- year- old girl during his wartime mi-
litary service. The smiling woman in the soldier’s hat undoes this strategy. 
You can’t remember me and my beauty, she says to us, without thinking of 
the military occupation that made this picture possible. The photograph has 
the status of “imperial debris,” to use Ann Stoler’s term — artifacts of difficult 
memory that beg us to pick them up and take a second look.19

The Face of Defeat

The Italian soldier came back into the picture as the Fascist empire dis-
integrated. Italian East Africa had already been lost by the time the Allies 
launched Operation Compass to drive the Fascists and Nazis out of North 
Africa. Luce’s cameraman filmed the determinant Siege of Tobruk (1941), but 
this image is from the victor’s side. The conquering British shot the outcome 
of the battle: thousands of Italian soldiers and officers captured. The still in 
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figure 4.4 is from raw footage taken by the British military, some of which 
was destined for propaganda films that were shown to the public. The intent, 
as in the prisoner of war scenes filmed by almost every World War II captor, 
is to demonstrate momentum of the national war machine and boost spirits 
by showing the enemy cowed and taken from the battlefield. This particu-
lar film begins with every soldier’s biggest humiliation — disarmament — and 
continues through the prisoners’ transport to makeshift internment camps in 
Libya and Egypt. Relying on prisoners’ memoirs, oral histories, and archival 
documents, we can suppose that some of these men already knew they might 
be sent to faraway places (such as India, Australia, South Africa), and that 
others might have been secretly relieved at their removal from a war going 
badly. British cameraman had more liberty than Italians to film what inter-
ested them, and the film catches a range of individual reactions to the ordeal 
of capture. A high- ranking officer refuses a body search, his face showing 
irritation as he swats away the British soldier with a gesture of someone ac-
customed to the distance that comes with command.20 

I have chosen to present a moment in which the subject returns the cam-
eraman’s curiosity, resulting in sustained mutual regard. In this image the 
new prisoners crowd in, their differing attire showing how men from di-
verse military provenances had been thrust into a common fate. Those clos-
est to the camera evince an eagerness and even excitement at being filmed, 
as though everything else has been forgotten for a moment. In the men be-
hind them, though, one can intuit worry (far right) and perhaps the struggle 
to process the enormity of capture: Who are these men who will now decide 
my fate (center)? These candid shots, taken in the first flush of defeat, uncover 
moments that are forgotten or covered over in simplistic Fascist narratives 
of military heroism — fighting until death rather than surrender, the many 
willingly sacrificing for the one — that are kept alive throughout the postwar 
period, not least by the militaristic images of anonymous troops marching 
and saluting the leader. And so it’s interesting that it’s the small scale of hu-
man interaction — the scale of face- to- face contact, the spontaneously human 
moment — that irritates the Fascist film critic Sisto Favre when he laments 
that Italians were still too “generous” after twenty years of dictatorship. His 
solution? More displays of cruelty on screen. “The war film, whether as di-
rect documentary or documented dramatic feature, must teach and instill 
hatred,” he recommended in June 1943.21

By then the Italian war effort was in shambles. Mussolini would be re-
moved from power by his own Grand Council one month later. Surrender to 
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the Allies, occupation by both Allies and Nazis, and the trauma of civil war 
were to follow. Yet a new way of seeing had already began to take hold. The 
future director Alberto Lattuada had authored the manifesto of this new gaze 
in 1941 with a book of photographs that denounced the consequences of years 
of internalizing Fascist propaganda’s aggressive and dehumanizing gaze and 
belief that the individual must be sacrificed for the good of the whole: “People 
have lost the eyes of love and can no longer see clearly; they stagger in the ob-
scurity of death. Here are the origins of the disintegration of all values and 
the destruction and sterilization of conscience: it is a long chain that is an-
chored at the devil’s feet.” Lattuada’s own eyes of love translated into new im-
ages of Fascism: men, women, and children living in penury, selling humble 
objects to survive. This too was an outcome of Fascism’s visual culture, and 
one that would have important consequences for cinema and photography at 
the close of the war: the turn away from the triumphal and the exotic to look 
anew at one’s own surroundings and engage with the struggles and poetry 
of daily life.22 

4.4 Faces of Surrender: Greeting the Camera, Tobruk, 1941. Still from “The Fall of Tobruk,” 
January 24, 1941, ayy 91. Courtesy of the Imperial War Museum Film and Video Archive.
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Mussolini, Unseeing

Piazza Loreto, Milan, 1945. Mussolini lies on the ground, his eyes unseeing, 
his face and body battered (figure 4.5). No longer the Leader, he’s one of many, 
a body jettisoned with those of other Fascists after being executed by parti-
sans. His only distinction is a Fascist emblem ironically placed in his life-
less hands. This uncredited image must have been taken soon after Mus-
solini came down from the scaffolding he had swung from, high above the 
piazza, so that people who had lived for decades in a context of government- 
manufactured reality could verify with their own eyes that he was dead. For 
years, Fascist propaganda had elided the regime’s own violence and created 
a halo of invincibility around the chief persecutor. The display of the corpse 
was a kind of undoing of that blinded vision, while the actions the crowd took 
next — battering the inanimate Mussolini almost to a pulp — not only enacted 
popular revenge but literally defaced him, removing him from his pedestal. 
The writer Curzio Malaparte, long a worshipper of Il Duce and present at 
the scene, noted that only Mussolini’s eyes had escaped mutilation. “No one 
had ever looked at the Italians the way he looked at them when he was alive,” 
Malaparte wrote, noting that even in death those eyes retained their almost 
magical intensity. Clearly, Mussolini would be a troublesome corpse, capable 
of continuing to orchestrate the leader- crowd dynamic from his grave. Per-
haps that’s why the new Italian republic took the extraordinary measure of 
hiding Il Duce’s body from 1945 to 1957, refusing to return it to the Mussolini 
family until that year.23

Paradoxically, the quick removal of the defaced Mussolini from sight al-
lowed him to be remembered intact — effacing, as it were, that popular fury. 
When his name is entered into internet search engines, the resulting im-
ages show him at his peak splendor. Yet the knowledge of which bodies took 
those images, and why, has eroded over time. The digitalization of the Luce 
archives starting in 2000 counters this loss. Not only does it make Luce’s 
enormous corpus of photographic and nonfiction film propaganda available 
for study, it allows us to identify images we take as “typical” of Fascism still 
today as part of official state propaganda, reminding us of what remained off- 
screen. I’ve presented these five images to restore some of that context and 
to bring back into view those who might be dismissed as part of “the mass” 
that submits to authority. The faces I examine tell a more complicated story, 
one worth investigating further, for the common denominator of all such 
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regimes is their dedication to annihilating individuality. They mobilize the 
visual to teach us not to see. “Visualizing fascism” means taking up these old 
images with new eyes.

Notes
 1 In this essay I use “fascism” for the general phenomenon and “Fascism” (and “Fas-

cist”) for the Italian case. 
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ror: German Cinema between Hitler and Hollywood (Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 2002); Mabel Berezin, Making the Fascist Self: The Political Culture 
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4.5 Mussolini, Unseeing, Milan, 1945. Open Access Stock Footage.
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