
introduction

Paradoxically, the twentieth century was a time when Europe and its bal-
ance, nature and identity were at the heart of European intellectual reflection 
and public debate. I say paradoxically because increasingly broad discussion 
of the topic of Europe was accompanied by the continent gradually yet irre-
versibly losing its centrality and importance: the result of the globalization 
of economics and logistics dating back to the end of the previous century, 
the upheaval that followed the First World War and the subsequent shift in 
the global balance of power.1 Confusion and fear, particularly among the 
intellectual and political elite, in the face of what felt like Europe’s dying 
days, led to a widespread, almost all-encompassing debate seeking a way to 
overcome the crisis in Europe and European culture. The discussion, which 
involved different sides of the political argument and opposing ideologies, 
continued throughout the century, particularly in the wake of the First 
World War, though with some important contributions dating back to the 
beginning of the conflict.2

Without ever becoming a tangible political or economic reality – with 
the possible exception of the Nazi occupation of the continent between 
1940 and 1942 – the topic of Europe made a deep impression on the old 
continent’s political and cultural thinking in the first half of the twentieth 
century.3 The decades between the two world wars (1919–39) bore witness 
to perhaps the most fervent discussions about the crisis in Europe and the 
need to overhaul it, and politicians and intellectuals alike developed various 
plans for federations and confederations or forms of European suprana-
tionalism. Over 600 books and journal articles were dedicated to the idea 
of European unification, not to mention myriad newspaper articles on the 
subject.4

This vast wealth of experiences and reflection provided an important 
legacy to draw on after 1945, when economic and political plans for 
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European reconstruction and integration5 began to take shape following 
the tragic experience of the Second World War, triggered by the totalitar-
ian Fascist and Nazi regimes’ pursuit of power and expansionist goals.6 
The desire to end the threat of imperialism, resulting from the nationalist 
and absolutist view of the state advocated by Fascism and Nazism, led to 
a profound rethinking of relations between the countries of Europe, and 
to the development and gradual implementation of (multiple) plans for 
a supranational union, with European states signing away at least some, 
or certain parts, of their economic, monetary and political sovereignty.7 
Naturally, it was the new international political and economic conditions 
that emerged at the end of the war that enabled the plan for European 
integration to be implemented, albeit gradually: from the role played by 
the United States in Europe, starting with the Marshall Plan, to the Cold 
War and the resulting need to ‘defend’ the West from the Soviet threat, 
and the need to integrate Germany into the continent while also keeping 
it in check.8 Despite the difficulties and delays, a lack of understanding on 
the part of certain political forces and the stubborn endurance of national-
ist perspectives and interests, from the 1950s a supranational organization 
began to take shape, initially focused predominantly on functional and 
economic issues, and later political and monetary concerns too.9

When the debate on Europe returned during the post-Second World 
War unification process, it took on different characteristics from the period 
following the First World War.

In the first half of the twentieth century, reflections on Europe had 
crossed disciplines, involving historians, politicians, poets, geographers, 
academics and philosophers, while after 1945 the debate took on a more 
‘specialist’ character, in part reserved to scholars of international relations 
or European integration. This is not the place to investigate the reasons for 
this development, but one aspect that certainly played a part was the fact 
that Europe went from something purely theoretical and speculative in the 
prewar years to playing a more tangible, operational role, predominantly 
economic and functionalist in nature, and so requiring more technical and 
specialist knowledge than it had in the past. Significantly, however, these 
ideas are being challenged in the latest historical reflections on the process 
of European integration.10

In addition, the dominant, overpowering context of the Cold War con-
tributed to the European unification process being conducted from an 
eminently Western perspective, with Europe identified with the West – 
both geographically and politically11 – and general alignment with the 
liberal-democratic bloc, in opposition to communist Europe. It is unsur-
prising that a European integration process that was seen to stem from 
the bipolar global conflict and that sought to cement the values of the 
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liberal-democratic and capitalist West12 did not particularly inspire many 
left-leaning intellectuals or politicians.13

The debate on Europe in the interwar period was marked not only by 
a breadth of voices but also by the contribution of thinkers from differing 
and opposing ideological and political standpoints: conservatives, progres-
sives, nationalists, liberals and democrats.14 It goes without saying that these 
movements did not enjoy equal fortune after the Second World War, both 
in the short and longer term, and from both a political and historiographi-
cal perspective. Certain plans, like Richard von Coudenhove-Kalergi’s 
Paneuropa and the ideas of Aristide Briand and Jacques Maritain, and the 
proposals made during the Resistance by groups or individuals represent-
ing liberal-democratic or socialist thinking, were revisited in the postwar 
period,15 both academically and – at least in part – in practice. Meanwhile, 
historians have only recently begun to study and analyse other ideas that 
have long been sidelined politically.16

These include, for example, the proposals for a union or European confed-
eration, or the concept of Mitteleuropa developed in 1920s Nazi Germany, 
which have only returned to the centre of historians’ and political scientists’ 
attention in recent decades, perhaps in response to the rise of national-
ist movements.17 The emergence of new historiographical perspectives has 
shone a light on the continuity between the periods after the First and 
Second World Wars, giving greater weight to the caesura of 1917–18 than 
to 1945, and so once more seeing both the process of European integration 
and certain aspects of decolonialization and Europe’s policies towards the 
former African colonies as part of a long-term development, with some dif-
ferences, but equally plenty that remained unchanged.18

The contrast between the fate of the plans for a new Europe drawn up by 
Nazi ideologues and those devised by intellectuals or individuals represent-
ing Fascism has been particularly stark. Both regimes developed a suprana-
tional vision on a European or even extra-European and intercontinental 
level, albeit with a highly nationalistic and autocratic view of the state, 
the implementation of which was dependent on a plan of conquest and 
rule. Although both regimes were understandably banned from the public 
political debate and the process of European integration after the Second 
World War, the Nazi new European order nevertheless immediately caught 
the interest of historians, while the plans for a Fascist Europe remained 
at the margins of historical research, at least until recent decades. The 
military and political supremacy of the German Reich, corroborated by the 
invasions and military victories of 1940–43, imposed the vision of a new 
European order with Nazi Germany at its helm upon the continent,19 while 
the defeats suffered by Fascist Italy, which initially tried to fight a parallel 
war, before being forced to seek the assistance of its stronger ally, relegated 
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Italian plans for a new Fascist Europe, derailed by the events of the war, to 
the periphery of the Axis powers’ policies. Even during the Nazi occupation 
of continental Europe, the Fascist regime did not manage to turn its plans 
for Europe into anything tangible or operational, despite frequently scaling 
them back in light of how the conflict was progressing and the orders of the 
Nazi high command.20 Moreover, the Reich consistently marginalized the 
Fascist plans, not considering them worthy of much attention, particularly 
once the war had highlighted the regime’s weakness.21

The vast gulf between the positions of the two regimes and the results 
they achieved seems to have been reproduced historiographically: histo-
rians have dedicated significant attention to the topic of the new Nazi 
order, albeit with differing viewpoints that have undoubtedly changed over 
the decades,22 while showing little interest overall in the Fascist plans for 
Europe.

In the first few decades after the war, scholars generally presented the 
Nazis’ plans for a new Europe as unreliable and trivial,23 treating them as 
propaganda tools designed to mask the regime’s thirst for power.24 As a 
result, it was perhaps only right-leaning historians that highlighted Nazism’s 
genuine aspirations for the continent.25

More recent scholarship, less concerned about the ideological and 
political repercussions of its judgements due to the authors’ greater distance 
from the war and the experiences of the Nazi and Fascist dictatorships, has 
acknowledged that the Nazi plans actually contained substantial supra-
national thinking and a supranational organizational network based on 
economic, monetary and racial attributes, partly rooted in the ethno-
nationalist völkisch movement, within an overall view of ‘modernity’ seen 
purely as an interpretive category, rather than in evaluative or moral terms.26

Conversely, both Italian and international historians have paid scant 
regard to the Fascist plans for a new European order. When they have 
been investigated, the work has mostly stemmed from the interest of 
individual scholars, sometimes in fields only indirectly related to history, 
focused more on the history of political thinking,27 or as part of a wider 
overview of Fascism, in which the Fascist Party’s ideas for a new order 
were peripheral to the focus of the research.28 In other cases, the Fascist 
vision of Europe was used as an approach to studying the regime’s occupa-
tion policies during the Second World War,29 and so centred more on the 
practical military and organizational elements of occupying territory than 
the long-term goals, which could only have been implemented following 
victory in the conflict.30 More recent studies on the Rome-Berlin Axis have 
also mainly analysed the (undeniable) influence of German geopolitics 
on the Axis’ cultural policies.31 There has therefore been discussion of a 
German Europe, a French Europe – from figures including Julien Benda 
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and Aristide Briand – and a Ventotene Europe – from people including 
Eugenio Colorni and Altiero Spinelli – but the features and aims of the 
planned Fascist Europe remain largely unresearched, although recent 
studies reveal stirrings of interest in the topic.32

Despite their fragility and limited grounding in the political and economic 
reality of Fascist Italy, the vast number of plans for a new European order, 
incorporating (in the broadest sense) economic, political, social and orga-
nizational perspectives, are worthy of both scientific and historical inves-
tigation. They demonstrate the values, aspirations and world views of the 
political, cultural and scientific elite, which partially coincided or at least 
intersected with the Fascist ruling class, and offer insight into Fascist intel-
lectuals’ response to and interpretation of the shared, unanimous percep-
tion of a Europe in crisis. Furthermore, some philosophers and scholars who 
began thinking about Europe under Fascism continued their reflections in 
the new political climate following the Second World War, including Carlo 
Curcio and – more successfully – Gonzague de Reynold,33 which lends 
itself to a comparison of developments between the post-First World War 
and post-Second World War periods. Equally, certain concepts worked on 
or developed as part of Fascist thinking, including most notably the idea 
of a unified Eurafrica, had supporters and theorists, albeit from a different 
angle, after the war, until at least the mid-1950s, especially in France.34

Most importantly, examining how these plans developed over time 
enables one to reconstruct the evolution of the relationship between Italy 
and Germany, between Italy and its other allies in the Axis, and by extension 
between these countries and Germany, allowing one to relive the gradual 
shift in Fascist thinking from a Fascist Europe to a Europe of the Axis 
Powers, as the alliances changed in the mid to late 1930s. The conflict and 
tension between the two regimes, which remained dormant in peacetime 
but grew during the war, although they were concealed to protect the enemy 
and minor allies’ illusion of a united Axis, were predominantly expressed 
through this channel: the battle for dominance in Europe following victory 
in the war. And as the German leadership was paying increasing attention to 
what Italy was writing about the new Europe, seeking any signals of dissent 
or criticism, as the military outlook became more pessimistic, especially for 
Italy, the Fascist regime responded by devoting ever more attention to the 
question, including stirring up some short-term political controversy.35

This book focuses on the plans for Europe developed by Fascist Italy from 
the early 1930s onwards, which differed in many respects from the Europe 
the Nazi Führung aspired to. It follows their evolution over the years, and 
particularly during the conflict, when the military setbacks profoundly 
changed Italy’s relationship with Germany and its other allies. These plans 
were also part of a wider and more fragmented reflection on Europe that 
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developed in the period after the First World War, which Italian Fascism 
was able to look at and draw upon in its plans, in part thanks to the 
network of transnational contacts it had been assembling since the 1920s.

While the new Nazi order in large part corresponded to the occupation 
policy the regime conducted in Europe between 1941 and 1945, the Reich’s 
thoughts on the future of Europe were limited to select circles, and went 
silent during the war.36 Meanwhile, the Fascists made copious, fine-tuned 
plans for Europe in the 1930s and throughout the war, inversely propor-
tional to the reach and success they had both politically and in the eyes of 
historians.

I have accrued many debts of gratitude while writing this book, which 
is the result of a long and complex period of research, and I am grateful 
to the many people – colleagues and friends alike – who have advised, 
guided and supported me. While I cannot thank them all, I would at 
least like to mention Simona Colarizi and Antonio Varsori, who read the 
manuscript and whose suggestions and critiques helped me to hone the 
text; Carlo Fumian for the advice he so generously gave me, and, last but 
not least, Arnd Bauerkämper, who over the years has enabled me to tackle 
the topic of the new Fascist order multiple times, through conferences and 
other forms of collaboration. Finally, I would like to thank the Institut für 
Zeitgeschichte in Munich, and particularly its former director Horst Möller 
and current director Andreas Wirsching, for inviting me to be a visiting 
fellow on several occasions, which allowed me to conduct research in the 
archive and make use of the institute’s extraordinary library.

This book is dedicated to my teacher, Angelo Ventura, recalling his 
words: ‘It is only once you reach the end of a piece of work that you under-
stand how it should have been done.’
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