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FASCISM AND FINANCE: 
ECONOMIC POPULISM IN INTER-WAR EUROPE

AlexAnder nützenAdel

In 1931 Germany experienced the worst banking crisis in its his tory. 
One of the largest German banks, the Darm städter und National bank 
(Danat), filed for in solv ency and the entire finan cial system col lapsed 
within a few weeks. A bank ing panic broke out on 13 July and banks 
closed for three weeks. Inter national in vestors with drew their loans, 
the German gover nment had to sus pend inter national pay ments, and 
the major banks were tem porarily national ized.1

On 7 August—only a few days after the bank panic—the German 
chan cellor Hein rich Brüning travel led to Rome, where he met with Ben
ito Musso lini and other fas cist lead ers. Symbol ically, this was a highly 
signifi cant event, as it was the first state visit of a German chan cellor 
to the Duce. The meet ing gener ated huge—and mostly posi tive—pub
licity in Ger many and Italy, as well as in the inter national press. The 
New York Times associ ated Brüning’s visit to Rome with a ‘feel ing of 
opti mism’, and Musso lini was ex pected to use the meet ing ‘to bring up 
his aspir ation to take a lead ing role in re covery from de pression’.2 

Brüning was deeply impressed by the Italian dictator, espe cially 
by his eco nomic expert ise. He noted in his diary that the Duce was 

This is the lightly revised text of my Gerda Henkel Lecture, held at the GHIL 
on 24 Novem ber 2021. Johanna Bieder mann, EvaMaria Kaiser, Hanna
Sophie Klasing, and Tobias Scheib pro vided valu able re search assist ance. I 
am greatly indebted to Felix Römer for his critical comments

1 For a detailed account of the German banking crisis, see Karl E. Born, Die 
Deutsche Bankenkrise 1931: Finanzen und Politik (Munich, 1967).
2 New York Times, 7 Aug. 1931, 10.
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par ticu larly well in formed about all eco nomic matters and could 
read ily cite stat istics on trade, un employment, and finance.3 Dis
cussions re volved around bi lateral prefer ence treat ies and other 
mea sures against the de pression. Musso lini prom ised Brüning that 
he would sup port Ger many’s aspir ations to estab lish a customs 
union with Aus tria in the face of resist ance from the French govern
ment. It was also agreed that Italy, which was itself in the pro cess of 
national izing its bank ing system, would send eco nomic ad visers to 
Ger many.4 Highly satis fied, Brüning re turned to Berlin. Five years 
before the Axis be tween Germany and Italy was sealed, an in formal 
rap proche ment had begun to take shape in the field of eco nomic 
policy.5

The question of whether and how eco nomic factors con trib uted 
to the rise of fas cism is as old as fas cism itself. In the view of con
temporary Marx ists, fas cism was noth ing more than the prod uct of 
the crises of finan cial capital ism. While this linear causal ity has been 
re jected by most histor ians, cul tural and social his tory has domin ated 
re search for many decades.6 Only re cently have eco nomic histor ians 
re directed their atten tion to the Great De pression and its polit ical 
effects, often in spired by the finan cial crisis of 2008 and the search for 

3 Heinrich Brüning, Memoiren 1918–1934 (Stuttgart, 1970), 355–7; see also 
Wolf gang Schieder, Mythos Musso lini: Deutsche in Audi enz beim Duce (Munich, 
2013), 161–2 and 247–8.
4 See report by Foreign Minister Julius Curtius, Nr. 440: ‘Minister besprechung 
vom 10. August 1931, 11 Uhr’, in Tilman Koops (ed.), Akten der Reichs kanzlei: 
Weimarer Republik. Die Kabinette Brüning I und II (1930–1932), 3 vols. (Boppard 
am Rhein, 1982–90), vol. ii: 1. März 1931 bis 10. Oktober 1931 (1982), 1546–52; 
see also Julius Curtius, Sechs Jahre Minister der deutschen Republik (Heidel berg, 
1948), 222–5. 
5 Per Tiedtke, Germany, Italy and the International Economy 1929–1936: Co-
Operation or Rivalries at Times of Crisis? (Marburg, 2016); on the evo lution of 
the Axis, see Jens Petersen, Hitler–Mussolini: Die Ent stehung der Achse Berlin–
Rom, 1933–1936 (Tübingen, 1973); Christian Goeschel, Musso lini and Hitler: 
The Forging of the Fascist Alliance (New Haven, 2018).
6 See e.g. Devin O. Pendas, Mark Roseman, and Richard F. Wetzell (eds.), 
Beyond the Racial State: Re think ing Nazi Ger many (Cam bridge, 2017); Martina 
Kessel, Gewalt und Gelächter: ‘Deutsch sein’ 1914–1945 (Stutt gart, 2019); Michael 
Wildt, Die Ambivalenz des Volkes: Der National sozialismus als Gesell schafts-
geschichte (Berlin, 2019).
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histor ical com parisons.7 How ever, most studies have been con fined 
to indi vidual nation states, focus ing primar ily on Ger many.8 Others 
have used very large com para tive data sets on elec tions, strikes, or 
street pro tests to meas ure the effects of eco nomic shocks on polit ical 
polar ization. In par ticu lar, rightwing popu list move ments and par
ties gain sup port after eco nomic crises.9 While the cor rel ation be tween 
eco nomic dis tress and polit ical extrem ism is statistic ally signifi cant 
over the course of the twen tieth cen tury, the explana tory value of 
these stud ies is often limited. What we learn from them is that eco
nomic crises do lead to polit ical extrem ism, but it re mains un clear 
why and how this happens, espe cially in the case of finan cial crises.

This article argues that Euro pean rightwing popu list move ments 
drew heavily on eco nomic con flicts and finan cial shocks and success
fully ad dressed rising distri butional cleav ages and creditor–debitor 
con flicts on both a na tional and inter national level.10 More over, popu
list govern ments had a last ing effect in that they shaped the finan cial 
reforms imple mented in most coun tries from the 1930s. This means 
that eco nomic popu lism is not only a shortterm reaction to eco nomic 
and finan cial crisis, but often en genders a longterm transform ation of 
polit ical in sti tutions.

Historians have rarely referred to the concept of popu lism when 
ana lysing the rise of fas cism, even though Pierre Rosan vallon has 
char acter ized the twen tieth cen tury as a ‘cen tury of popu lism’.11 And 
yet this con cept pro vides con sider able ana lytical value, espe cially for 
the interwar period. While the com para tive study of fas cism often 

7 See e.g. Johannes Bähr and Bernd Rudolph, Finanzkrisen: 1931 und 2008 
(Munich, 2011); Barry Eichen green, Hall of Mirrors: The Great De pression, The 
Great Re cession, and the Uses—and Misuses—of History (New York, 2015).
8 Tobias Straumann, 1931: Debt, Crisis, and the Rise of Hitler (Oxford, 2019).
9 See e.g. Manuel Funke, Moritz Schularick, and Christoph Trebesch, ‘Going 
to Ex tremes: Politics after Financial Crises, 1870–2014’, Euro pean Eco nomic 
Review, 88 (2016), 227–60.
10 For a general assessment, see Jeffry Frieden, ‘The Political Economy of 
Adjust ment and Re balancing’, Jour nal of Inter national Money and Finance, 52 
(2015), 4–14.
11 Pierre Rosanvallon, Le siècle du populisme: Histoire, théorie, critique (Paris, 
2020); see also Barry Eichen green, The Popu list Temp tation: Eco nomic Griev ance 
and Polit ical Reaction in the Modern Era (Oxford, 2018). 
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oper ates within a narrow frame work of de fining a ‘fas cist mini mum’,12 
popu lism is a more open con cept. Rogers Bru baker has argued that 
the term ‘popu lism’ not only de scribes an empir ical phenom enon, but 
is also a useful ana lytical category.13 It pro vides a power ful con cept 
with which to ex plore the erosion of dem ocracy and the emer gence 
of authori tarian—but not neces sarily fas cist—rule after 1918. It also 
helps us to better under stand why some coun tries resisted fas cist 
dictator ship, while others did not. 

The following analysis focuses on four societies with differ ent 
polit ical tra jectories: Italy, Ger many, France, and Brit ain. The ana
lytical frame work is both com para tive and trans national. Even though 
popu lism ap pealed to na tional auton omy, it had a strong crossborder 
dy namic. Popu lism was a highly con tagious phenom enon.

There is no general consensus about the exact mean ing of eco
nomic popu lism. In stead of a single defin ition, I shall high light 
four distinct ive feat ures that char acter ized eco nomic popu lism in 
interwar Europe. The first elem ent refers to Cas Mudde’s in fluen
tial theory that popu lists claim to speak (and act) on behalf of ‘the 
people’, who are set against mostly lib eral elites and main stream 
polit icians.14 Accord ing to this narra tive, the ‘people’ are hard
working and suffer from eco nomic dis tress, while the elites are 
selfserving and cor rupt. This dichot omy between ‘the people’ and 
‘the elites’ as two homo genous groups can be inter preted as a sim
plistic yet effect ive way to frame rising in equality and distri butional 
con flicts within soci eties. This ver tical an tagon ism is often accom
panied by a hori zontal oppos ition be tween ‘the people at home’ and 
ex ternal forces. As I will argue, eco nomic popu lism takes the most 
rad ical forms when agi tation com bines both dimen sions—the ver
tical and the hori zontal. 

The second elem ent is pro tection ism. National ist cam paigns dir
ected against foreign trade, immi gration, or cap ital mobil ity were not 
only fre quently com bined with nativ ist ideolo gies, but also ex tended 

12 Roger Eatwell, ‘On Defining the “Fascist Minimum”: The Central ity of 
Ideol ogy‘, Jour nal of Polit ical Ideol ogies, 1/3 (1996), 303–19.
13 Rogers Brubaker, ‘Why Populism?’, Theory and Society, 46/5 (2017), 357–85.
14 Cas Mudde, Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe (Cambridge, 2007).
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to pro tection ist notions of social wel fare.15 Na tional Social ism in 
Ger many is a case in point. As one of the most rad ical vari ants of 
eco nomic popu lism, it blended social pro tection of the ‘people’s com
munity’ (Volks gemein schaft) with visions of eco nomic autarky.16

The third distinct ive fea ture is a rhet oric of crisis and na tional 
de cline. Popu lists drama tize exist ing eco nomic prob lems and frame 
them in larger narra tives of na tional de cline and social de gener ation.17 
Re demp tion is pos sible, the argu ment goes, but it re quires revo lution
ary changes and extra ordinary meas ures. Com plex causal ities, as in 
the case of finan cial crises, are fre quently ex plained with refer ence to 
conspir acy theor ies or by blaming ethnic or re ligious minor ities. Eco
nomic narra tives are a cru cial elem ent of popu list propa ganda, and 
their suc cess often depends on new forms of media com muni cation. 

The fourth element of eco nomic popu lism is the authori tarian 
use of tech nocracy.18 In oppos ition, popu lists typ ically accuse demo
cratic in sti tutions like parlia ments and elected govern ments of being 
too weak to solve ser ious eco nomic prob lems effect ively. But once 
in power, they com bine charis matic dictator ship with techno cratic 
govern ment. This in cludes the system atic strengthen ing of exist ing 
in sti tutions, such as central banks or minis tries, in combin ation with 
com prehen sive eco nomic plan ning and regu lation.

This classification is, of course, an ideal type, and not all popu list 
move ments exhibit all four elem ents in the same way. How ever, the 
classifi cation is useful to under stand the common ideo logical pat terns 
and eco nomic prac tices of popu list move ments and regimes during 

15 Dani Rodrik, ‘Populism and the Economics of Globalization’, Jour nal of 
Inter national Busi ness Policy, 1/1–2 (2018), 12–33; Philip Manow, ‘Welche Rolle 
spielen Wohl fahrts staat lich keit und Global isierung für die Aus prägungen 
des Popu lismus?’, Totalitar ismus und Demokratie, 17/1 (2020), 35–44.
16 For the concept of the Volks gemeinschaft, see Frank Bajohr and Michael 
Wildt (eds.), Volks gemeinschaft: Neue Forschungen zur Gesell schaft des National-
sozialismus (Frank furt am Main, 2009); Michael Wildt, Die Ambivalenz des 
Volkes: Der National sozialismus als Gesellschafts geschichte (Berlin, 2019).
17 Mark Elchardus, ‘Declinism and Populism’, Clingendael Spectator, 71/3 
(2017), 1–10.
18 Christopher Bickerton and Carlo Invernizzi Accetti, ‘Populism and Tech
nocracy: Opposites or Complements?’, Crit ical Review of Inter national Social and 
Polit ical Philosophy, 20/2 (2017), 186–206.
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the interwar years. The following article is divided into three parts. 
It starts with a short ana lysis of the finan cial con flicts in Europe after 
the First World War and their radical izing effects. The second part 
dis cusses the ques tion of finan cial sover eignty and how the fas cist 
eco nomic system in Italy served as a model for popu list move ments 
across Europe. The third part ex plores the impact of popu list regimes 
on finan cial and monet ary reforms during the 1930s and 1940s. 

Finance, Debt, and Distributional Conflicts after the First World War

The postwar economic crisis had not been pre dicted by con
temporary eco nomic experts. It came as a huge shock and in creased 
exist ing social ten sions and polit ical con flicts. All four coun tries under 
dis cussion faced mas sive public debt, along with high in flation, for
eign ac count def icits, and the con stant erosion of their cur rencies.19 
The situ ation was worst in Ger many, where the ques tion of for eign 
debts was aggra vated by the high burden of repar ations. In his book 
The Eco nomic Con sequences of the Peace (1919), John May nard Keynes 
had pre dicted the radical izing effect of the Treaty of Ver sailles.20 The 
finan cial burden of the repar ations was aggra vated by the fact that 
no last ing settle ment was reached be tween Ger many and the Allies.21 
For rightwing popu list move ments in Ger many, this turned out to 
be a gift, as they could blame for eign powers for the harsh terms im
posed on them. For German govern ments, the socalled ‘Ver sailles 
diktat’ was a fre quently used tool for divert ing atten tion from their 
own polit ical failures.

Yet for the victors of the war too, the Treaty of Ver sailles was a polit
ical burden, as the finan cial com pen sation was con sidered in adequate 
and gave rise to in ternal polit ical con flict and social unrest. Strikes and 
revo lution ary fer ment broke out almost every where. In a cer tain sense, 

19 See Charles H. Feinstein, Peter Temin, and Gianni Toniolo, The Euro pean 
Econ omy between the Wars (Oxford, 1997), 18–53.
20 John Maynard Keynes, The Economic Consequences of the Peace (London, 
1919).
21 Sally Marks, ‘Mistakes and Myths: The Allies, Germany, and the Ver sailles 
Treaty, 1918–1921’, Journal of Modern History, 85/3 (2013), 632–59.
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the postwar Euro pean crisis can be inter preted as a distri butional con
flict that assumed both na tional and inter national dimen sions.22 At its 
heart, this was a struggle over the ques tion of who should pay for the 
war, and any solu tion would in evit ably have con sequences for how the 
costs were shared among the popu lation. For govern ments, in flation 
was a popu lar instru ment for re ducing debt, but it had signifi cant re
distri butional effects. At the na tional level, the fierce inter national 
con flicts over repar ations were bound up with accus ations that cer
tain social groups had profited from the war while ordin ary people 
had been fight ing in the trenches. Con dem nation of war time profit eers 
affected all coun tries, though it was par ticu larly severe in Ger many and 
led to a new wave of anti semitic cam paigns.23

In all four coun tries, the postwar eco nomic and social crisis led 
to a per ception of de cline, while ex posure to ex ternal forces seemed 
to reduce the polit ical auton omy of na tional govern ments. Shrink ing 
competitive ness, de clining ex ports, and nega tive bal ances of pay ments 
created a sense of crisis and ex ternal depend ency. This was a par ticu
larly bitter ex peri ence for Brit ain and France, where fall ing ex ports 
were accom panied by a rela tive de cline of their finan cial cen tres.24 The 
French bank ing sector had al ready been fading in import ance for some 
time, but this trend was now becoming more appar ent. In Britain, the 
de cline was crit ical as London’s pos ition as a global finan cial hub had 
largely depended on trade finance, which col lapsed with the out break 
of the war. Anticolonial move ments were also chal lenging Brit ain’s 
pos ition in the inter national system. Al though finan cial activ ities in 
the City of London grad ually re covered during the 1920s, they never 
re turned to previous levels. Many inter national banks closed their 
London branches during the war and did not return after wards.
22 Charles S. Maier, ‘Die deutsche Inflation als Verteilungskonflikt: Soziale 
Ursachen und Aus wirkungen im inter nationalen Ver gleich’, in Otto Busch 
and Gerald Feldman (eds.), Histor ische Prozesse der deutschen In flation 1914 bis 
1924 (Berlin, 1978), 329–42.
23 Martin H. Geyer, ‘Contested Narratives of the Weimar Republic: The Case 
of the “Kutisker–Barmat Scandal” ’, in Kathleen Canning, Kerstin Barndt, 
and Kristin McGuire (eds.), Weimar Publics—Weimar Subjects: Re think ing the 
Weimar Republic (New York, 2010), 211–35. 
24 See Youssef Cassis and Eric Bussière (eds.), London and Paris as Inter national 
Finan cial Centres in the Twentieth Century (Oxford, 2005).
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In Italy, the postwar crisis was even worse. In 1918 Italy had 
one of the high est in flation rates in Europe, a soar ing public debt, 
and stag nating wages, which led to major social unrest.25 In 1921 a 
severe crisis un folded in the Italian bank ing sector when the Banca 
Italiana di Sconto—one of the coun try’s most import ant indus trial 
banks—became in solv ent, trigger ing a major de fault of the Ital ian 
finan cial system. The bankruptcy had huge poli tical effects as the 
Banca Italiana di Sconto had been heavily in volved in war finance 
and had close ties to high polit ical circles, as well as to the arma ments 
com pany Ansaldo.26 The bank was accused of lining its pockets during 
the war while hun dreds of thou sands of Ital ians starved to death or 
were hunkered down in tren ches for the father land. More over, the 
bank’s in solv ency now threat ened to wipe out the savings of mil lions 
of Ital ians. Man agers and polit ical leaders were accused of share price 
manipu lation and de layed filing of bank ruptcy. The epi sode played 
into the hands of Musso lini, as the Ital ian public grew con vinced that 
the old lib eral elite sur round ing Prime Minis ter Fran cesco Nitti had 
failed polit ically and was mired in cor ruption. 

Financial conflicts also shaped inter national diplo macy after the 
First World War. Here once again, the ques tion of how to reestablish 
the inter national order was highly contro versial. On the one hand, 
it was appar ent that the in formal system of cooperation that had 
domin ated inter national finance before 1914 could not be re stored. 
On the other, the new in sti tutions around the League of Nations 
were too weak to create a new and power ful system of global finan
cial govern ance. While scholars such as Patricia Clavin have re visited 
the role of the League of Nations, from the con temporary per spective 
at least the League’s limit ations cannot be ig nored.27 Hardly any of 
the recommend ations made by the League’s Eco nomic and Finan cial 
Organ ization (founded in 1920) had the de sired effects. One ex ample 

25 Sabrina Leo, ‘Il sistema finanziario della prima guerra mondiale tra debiti 
di guerra e riparazioni’, Eunomia: Rivista semestrale di Storia e Polit ica Inter-
nazionali, 4/2 (2015), 77–100.
26 Anna Maria Falchero, La Banca italiana di sconto, 1914–1921: Sette anni di 
guerra (Milan, 1990).
27 Patricia Clavin, Securing the World Economy: The Reinvention of the League of 
Nations, 1920–1946 (Oxford, 2013).
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was a com mission estab lished in 1920 under the leader ship of the 
Dutch banker ter Meulen, which sought to intro duce an inter national 
credit scheme as a new basis for trade finance. In the UK in par ticu lar 
there were high expect ations for the scheme, which led to all the more 
dis appoint ment when it failed.28

One of the paradox ical effects of this initia tive was that inter national 
col labor ation in creased on the level of in formal net works. Pri vate 
actors, and espe cially bankers, played a key part in this. Bank dir ectors 
had al ready ex panded the scope of their public engage ment during the 
war, when they acted as finan cial experts and man agers of the war time 
econ omy in many coun tries. A few, such as Karl Helfferich, a dir ector 
of Deutsche Bank, were even ap pointed to polit ical office. After 1918, 
bankers repre sented their govern ments in the import ant Finan cial 
Com mission of the Ver sailles Treaty negoti ations, such as Carl Melchior 
on the German side; Melchior also became the German govern ment’s 
key ad viser in sub sequent repar ation negoti ations.29 In 1926 he was ap
pointed as the German represen tative to the League of Nations Finan cial 
Commit tee, and from 1931 he served as a board member of the Bank 
for Inter national Settle ments in Basel. Another example was Carl Berg
mann, a former dir ector of Deutsche Bank, who became the German 
represen tative to the Ver sailles Repar ations Com mission and head of 
the War Burdens Com mission.30 Inter national finan cial ex perts gained 
con sider able import ance in the repar ation settle ments. For in stance, the 
Dawes Commit tee in cluded many highprofile figures of finance, such 
as Émile Francqui, a promin ent Belgian banker; Josiah Stamp, a dir
ector at the Bank of Eng land; and Jean Parmentier, the French in spector 
gen eral of finance.31 Their expert ise allowed them to become import ant 

28 Jamieson G. Myles, ‘Steering the Wheels of Commerce: State and Enter
prise in Inter national Trade Finance, 1914–1929’ (Ph.D. thesis, Uni versity of 
Geneva, 2021), 101–41.
29 Melchior continued to have close relations with Keynes. See John May nard 
Keynes, Two Memoirs: Dr. Melchior, A Defeated Enemy, and My Early Beliefs 
(London, 1949).
30 Werner Plumpe, Alexander Nützenadel, and Catherine Schenk, Deutsche 
Bank: The Global Hausbank 1870–2020 (London, 2020), 262–3.
31 Robert Yee, ‘Reparations Revisited: The Role of Economic Ad visers in 
Re form ing German Cen tral Bank ing and Public Finance’, Finan cial His tory 
Review, 27/1 (2020), 45–72.
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ad visers of na tional govern ments, but even more import ant were their 
inter national net works, which allowed com muni cation when of ficial 
diplo matic chan nels were blocked. For a polit ically iso lated country 
like Ger many, these inter national con tacts were an in dispens able asset. 
Yet these activ ities also fuelled popu lar dis trust of the inter national 
finan cial establish ment, which was por trayed as a small wealthy elite 
pur suing its own agenda in stead of common na tional inter ests.

To many observers, it seemed as if financial actors were grow ing 
more and more power ful. Not only did bankers play an import ant 
public role, but banks too seemed to gain more market power as a con
sequence of con cen tration through vari ous mergers and acqui sitions 
during and after the war.32 Many com mercial banks were trans formed 
into vast finan cial con glomer ates. Con cen tration was a re sponse to 
shrink ing profit ability, a prob lem that had become par ticu larly acute 
during the era of in flation. Never theless, the over all im pression was 
that banks were gain ing increas ing in flu ence in all spheres of the econ
omy. This was exacer bated by the fact that large com mercial banks, 
espe cially in Ger many and Italy, but also in France, were ac quiring 
substan tial indus trial hold ings. 

At the same time, the international exposure of banks in creased 
due to high bal ance of pay ment def icits and a rise in inter national 
lend ing in the pri vate sector. The bulk of inter national credit was 
shortterm, which made finan cial markets more vola tile.33 While this 
stimu lated the eco nomic re covery of the Golden Twen ties, it also in
creased ex posure to inter national finan cial in vestors. On the eve of 
the Great De pression, 40 per cent of the funds held by German banks 
were for eign, most of them shortterm loans. More over, before the re
establish ment of the gold stand ard in the mid 1920s, arbi trage and 
specu lation on cur rency markets were highly attract ive.34 
32 Manfred Pohl, Konzentration im deutschen Bankwesen (1948–1980) (Frank furt 
am Main, 1982), 285–357; Eugene Nelson White, ‘The Merger Move ment in 
Bank ing, 1919–1933’, Jour nal of Eco nomic His tory, 45/2 (1985), 285–91.
33 Olivier Accominotti and Barry Eichengreen, ‘The Mother of All Sudden 
Stops: Cap ital Flows and Reversals in Europe, 1919–1932’, Eco nomic His tory 
Review, 69/2 (2016), 469–92.
34 Charles H. Feinstein and Katherine Watson, ‘Private Inter national Cap ital 
Flows in Europe in the InterWar Period‘, in Charles H. Fein stein (ed.), Bank-
ing, Cur rency, and Finance in Europe between the Wars (Oxford, 1995), 94–130.
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To conclude, the interwar period did not mark the end of finan
cial global ization. On the con trary, it saw an in crease in global cap ital 
mobil ity and finan cial inter mediation through banks and other finan
cial actors.

In Quest of Financial Sovereignty: The Fascist Model

As global finance soared, demands for monet ary and finan cial sover
eignty gained in import ance. In all Euro pean coun tries, the return to 
gold cur rency was seen as an essen tial step in this dir ection. Before 
1914, the gold stand ard had been an instru ment to facili tate inter
national trade and finance, but now it became a project of na tional 
auton omy and finan cial in depend ence.35 

These populist demands were loudest in fascist Italy. In the 
summer of 1925 Musso lini launched the ‘Battle for Grain’ as a large 
popu list cam paign to make Italy in depend ent of for eign im ports.36 The 
goal was to stimu late do mestic wheat pro duction by intro ducing high 
tariff walls, thus re moving the coun try’s depend ency on imports. The 
aut arky cam paign was not de signed solely to pre pare for a pos sible 
future war, but also to reduce Italy’s nega tive bal ance of pay ments. 
Ironic ally, the return to the gold stand ard re quired huge in jections 
of ex ternal cap ital primar ily from loans pro vided by US banks, com
bined with a pro gramme of de flation through wage cuts and price 
con trols.37 Musso lini announced his new pro gramme in a bel liger ent 
speech on 18 August 1926:

35 Barry Eichengreen, Golden Fetters: The Gold Standard and the Great De pression, 
1919–1939 (Oxford, 1992).
36 Alexander Nützenadel, ‘Dictating Food: Autarchy, Food Provision, and 
Con sumer Polit ics in Fas cist Italy, 1922–1943’, in Flemming Just and Frank 
Trent mann (eds.), Food and Conflict in Europe in the Age of the Two World Wars 
(Basing stoke, 2006), 88–108.
37 Roland Sarti, ‘Mussolini and the Italian Industrial Leadership in the Battle 
of the Lira 1925–1927’, Past & Present, 47 (1970), 97–112; Michael Behnen, 
‘Dollars für Musso lini: Ameri kanischer Cor porate Liberal ism und Fasch
ismus 1922–1933’, in Jörg Nagler (ed.), Nationale und inter nationale Per spek tiven 
ameri kanischer Geschichte: Fest schrift für Peter Schäfer zum 70. Geburtstag (Frank
furt am Main, 2002), 135–55.
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I will never inflict on this wonderful people of Italy, who have 
worked like heroes and suffered like saints for four years, the 
moral shame and eco nomic catas trophe of the fail ure of the lira. 
The fas cist regime will resist with all its power the at tempts 
by hos tile finan cial powers to bleed it dry, and is deter mined 
to crush them when they are de tected within. The fas cist 
regime is pre pared . . . to make all the neces sary sacri fices. But 
our lira, which repre sents the symbol of the nation, the sign 
of our wealth, the fruit of our work, our efforts, our sacri fices, 
our tears, our blood, must be de fended and will be de fended. 
When I go out among the people, the people who really work, I 
feel that by speak ing like this I per fectly inter pret their feel ings, 
their aspir ations, and their will.38

The return to the gold standard was coupled with exten sive 
regu lation of the pri vate bank ing sector. As early as 1925, the fas cist 
govern ment passed a law placing the stock market under its con trol. 
The Banca d’Italia was national ized in 1926 and granted a mon opoly 
on issu ing bank notes. In the same year, the pri vate com mercial banks 
were placed under the super vision of the Banca d’Italia and a mini
mum reserve require ment was imposed. The regime also intro duced 
in sur ance to pro tect bank de posits. The fol low ing years saw fur ther 
regu lations. In 1931 the indus trial hold ings of the major com mercial 
banks were split off into a staterun hold ing com pany. The large com
mercial banks were national ized, and a fur ther strength en ing of the 
Banca d’Italia as a noteissuing and super visory in sti tution fol lowed 
in 1936.39

Italy’s return to the gold standard and the finan cial reforms that its 
govern ment em barked upon in 1926 met with wide spread ap proval 
abroad. Musso lini was praised for his vigor ous ap proach not only in 
rightwing, national ist circles, but also by many lib erals and con serva
tives. In France, Italy’s pro gramme of cur rency national ism seemed 

38 Benito Mussolini, Opera omnia di Benito Mussolini, ed. Edoardo Susmel and 
Duilio Susmel, 44 vols. (Florence and Rome, 1951–80), xxii. 197 (trans lation 
my own).
39 Alfredo Gigliobianco, Claire Giordano, and Gianni Toniolo, ‘Innovation 
and Regulation in the Wake of Financial Crises in Italy (1880s–1930s)’, in 
Alfredo Giglio bianco and Gianni Toniolo (eds.), Financial Market Regu lation in 
the Wake of Financial Crises: The Historical Experience (Rome, 2009), 45–74.
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to strengthen the con serva tive govern ment under Ray mond Poin caré 
in its own at tempts to return to the gold stand ard. For Poin caré, in
voking the threat of cur rency de preci ation and cap ital flight was a 
strat egy to curb the rad ical forces in his union nationale coalition.40

Political conflicts about the return to prewar gold parity also arose 
in Brit ain, which ex peri enced a wave of strikes and street pro tests after 
1925. Con serva tives such as Win ston Church ill praised Musso lini’s 
authori tarian pro gramme of finan cial and monet ary stabil ization. 
Church ill, who had over seen the return to the gold stand ard as 
chancel lor of the Ex chequer, visited Musso lini in early 1927. On this 
occa sion, he cele brated the Duce for his ‘struggle against the bestial 
appe tites and pas sions of Lenin ism’ and ap plauded his efforts ‘to 
main tain a strict and safer stand ard of Italian finance’.41

Churchill’s admiration for Mussolini is well known.42 But Church
ill was not alone; in fact, he repre sented a grow ing group of ad mirers 
of Musso lini among con serva tive and rightwing polit icians in Brit
ain.43 One example was Lord Rother mere, the founder of the Daily 
Mail and owner of a huge newspaper empire with mil lions of readers. 
Rother mere was a pio neer of the popu lar press in Brit ain, and he used 
his media out lets for crude popu list cam paigns which centred on 
eco nomic con flicts and na tional rival ries. Rother mere blamed Brit ish 
polit icians for ig noring the deep eco nomic crisis and the rela tive de
cline of Brit ish in dus tries com pared to the rest of the world. ‘How are 
we faring in the Eco nomic War which is now upon us?’ he asked in an 
art icle pub lished in Febru ary 1928.44 The answer seemed to be simple: 
‘In evit ably one turns to wards the ex ample of Italy, which has emerged 

40 Kenneth Mouré, The Gold Standard Illusion: France, the Bank of France, and the 
Inter national Gold Standard, 1914–1939 (Oxford, 2002), 114.
41 ‘Mr. Churchill on Fascism’, The Times, 21 Jan. 1927.
42 See Geoffrey Wheatcroft, Churchill’s Shadow: The Life and Afterlife of Win ston 
Church ill (New York, 2021).
43 See Martin Pugh, ‘Hurrah for the Blackshirts!’ Fascists and Fas cism in Brit ain 
be tween the Wars (London, 2006), 5; Bern hard Dietz, Neo-Tories: The Revolt of 
Brit ish Con serva tives against Dem ocracy and Polit ical Modern ity (1929–1939), trans. 
Ian Cope stake (London, 2018); Anna Lena Kocks, Gesellig keit ver ein nahmen: 
Jugend und Freizeit als Agitations felder des italien ischen und brit ischen Fasch ismus 
(Darmstadt, 2021), 127–30.
44 Lord Rothermere, ‘Do We Need a Mussolini?’, Sunday Pictorial, 28 Feb. 1926, 8.
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from a pos ition of im pend ing ruin and is today eco nomic ally the 
most pro gressive nation in Europe—thanks to the genius of one man.’ 
How ever, Rother mere was scep tical about im port ing fas cism to Brit
ain. Be sides the fact that ‘no man with the neces sary qual ities has yet 
ap peared on the polit ical hori zon . . . auto cratic con trol vested in one 
person has always been repug nant to the Brit ish people’. As an alter
native, Rother mere pro posed the in sti tution of a ‘Commit tee of Three’ 
in vested with ‘plenary powers’. The remit of this triumvir ate was to 
be re stricted to eco nomic policy, and their members should have no 
‘polit ical entangle ments’.45 For this office, Rother mere recom mended 
estab lished fig ures from the cor porate world, such as the chair man of 
Im perial Air ways Eric Geddes, or Reginald McKenna from Mid land 
Bank.

Rothermere’s proposal was unsuccessful, but it is evi dence of a 
new popu list tone that entered the British debate on eco nomic policy. 
In 1929 Rother mere once again used his media empire to sup port the 
Empire Free Trade Cru sade founded by Lord Beaver brook, an other 
news paper mag nate. The initia tive aimed to create a trade zone for 
the Brit ish Empire that was to be pro tected from the rest of the world 
by a high tariff wall—an idea analo gous to the preferen tial trade zones 
estab lished by Italy and Ger many after the Great De pression.46

Such positive responses to authoritarian models of eco nomic 
organ ization were not limited to rightwing polit ical figures. Cor
porat ist ideas, for ex ample, at tracted con sider able atten tion even in 
the Labour Party and the Trades Union Con gress, as the Brit ish left 
sought in spir ation for new con cepts of eco nomic plan ning and in dus
trial modern ization.47 Flirt ing with Ital ian fas cism did not neces sarily 
mean a whole sale import of the system to Brit ain. Many moder ate 
Tories, such as the young Harold Mac millan, re jected Musso lini and 

45 Ibid.  46 Jerry M. Calton, ‘Beaverbrook’s Split Imperial Person
ality: Canada, Brit ain, and the Empire Free Trade Move ment of 1929–1931’, 
The Histor ian, 37/1 (1974), 26–45, at 37; on Lord Rother mere’s sup port for the 
Brit ish Union of Fas cists, see Pugh, ‘Hurrah for the Blackshirts!’, 140, 149–50.
47 L. P. Carpenter, ‘Corporatism in Britain 1930–45’, Journal of Con temporary 
His tory, 11/1 (1976), 3–25; Valerio Torreggiani, ‘To wards an Orderly Soci ety: 
Capital ist Plan ning and Corporatist Ideology in Britain in the Great Slump 
(1931–1934)’, Journal of European Economic History, 1 (2016), 67–97.
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his brutal regime while being in trigued by fas cist cor porat ism and 
eco nomic plan ning. Mac millan worked and pub lished con stantly on 
cor porat ist themes, start ing with his book on In dus try and the State 
(1927).48 Other promin ent ad mirers in cluded Basil Blackett, a dir
ector of the Bank of Eng land; Arthur Salter, the former head of the 
Eco nomic and Finan cial Organ ization of the League of Nations; and 
Lord Melchett, the chair man of Im perial Chem ical In dus tries, who 
pro posed a Na tional In dus trial Coun cil in spired by fas cist eco nomic 
organ izations. All these figures were scep tical that trad itional in sti
tutions would be able to solve the mount ing eco nomic prob lems and 
social con flicts. Parlia ments were seen as lacking the neces sary eco
nomic expert ise and the will to take de cisive action.

A similar interest in fascist Italy existed in almost every Euro pean 
coun try after the onset of the Great De pression.49 As in the UK, these 
dis cussions were not limited to the vari ous fas cist or rad ical right
wing move ments. More over, fas cists out side Italy often sought to set 
them selves apart and em phasized their ideo logical original ity and 
polit ical in depend ence. Oswald Mosley, the founder of the Brit ish 
Union of Fas cists, argued for cor porat ist ideas and in creased state 
con trol over the econ omy in his 1932 mani festo The Greater Brit ain. But 
in stead of defer ring to Musso lini, he claimed these eco nomic ideas as 
his own: ‘We seek to organ ise the Modern Move ment in this coun try 
by British methods in a form which is suit able to and char acter istic 
of Great Brit ain. We are essen tially a na tional move ment, and if our 
policy could be summar ised in two words, they would be “Brit ain 
First” ’.50 Simi larly, in interwar Ger many, the rising Nazi move ment 
dis played an ambiva lent atti tude to wards Ital ian fas cism by in sist
ing on the original ity of its own eco nomic pro gramme. Even though 

48 Valerio Torreggiani, ‘The Making of Harold Macmillan’s Third Way in 
Inter war Brit ain (1924–1935)’, in Alessandro Salvador and Anders Kjøst vedt 
(eds.), New Political Ideas in the Aftermath of the Great War (Cham, 2017), 67–85. 
49 António Costa Pinto, ‘Fascism, Corporatism and the Crafting of Authori tarian 
In sti tutions in InterWar Euro pean Dictator ships’, in id. and Aris totle Kallis (eds.), 
Re think ing Fas cism and Dictator ship in Europe (Basing stoke, 2014), 87–117.
50 Oswald Mosley, The Greater Britain (London, 1932), 19; see also Gary Love, 
‘ “What’s the Big Idea?” Oswald Mosley, the British Union of Fas cists and 
Generic Fascism’, Journal of Contemporary History, 42/3 (2007), 447–68.
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many Nazis con sidered the Duce to be a nat ural ally, ideo logical and 
polit ical rival ries re mained con sider able even after 1933.51

However, in Germany too, interest in Ital ian fas cism in creased 
notice ably during the Great De pression. One of the most active 
ad vocates of the Italian dictator ship was Erwin von Beckerath, an emi
nent pro fessor of eco nomics at the Uni versity of Co logne. Beckerath 
wrote sev eral books on Ital ian fas cism, organ ized lec tures and con
ferences with German and Ital ian scholars, and finally founded a 
depart ment of cor porat ist stud ies at the Petrarca Insti tute in Co logne 
in Novem ber 1933. Beckerath’s sym pathy for Musso lini was driven 
by the expect ation that Na tional Social ism would eventu ally drop its 
revo lution ary eco nomic pro gramme and follow the more moder ate 
path of Ital ian fas cism.52

In German banking, interest in Italy was strongly motiv ated by 
con cerns about the con sequences for pri vate owner ship of a pos
sible Hitler govern ment. A cause for con cern were rad ical Nazi party 
represen tatives such as Gott fried Feder, who de manded the end of 
‘inter est slavery’ to the large com mercial banks. Feder claimed that 
the national ization of the banks in the summer of 1931 should not 
be limited to a period of crisis, but made perma nent.53 For Feder and 
other Nazi ideol ogists, the savings and cooperative banks repre
sented the genu ine and healthy German trad ition of bank ing, while 
the large com mercial banks stood for ‘inter nationalist’ and Jewish 
in flu ences on finance. In the wake of the bank ing crisis, anti semitic 
cam paigns targeted large com mercial banks, blaming the crash 
on the overrepresentation of Jewish man agers and their allegedly 

51 See Goeschel, Mussolini and Hitler.
52 Wolfgang Schieder, ‘Das italienische Experiment: Der Faschismus als 
Vor bild in der Krise der Weimarer Repub lik’, Histor ische Zeit schrift, 262/1 
(1996), 73–125; id., ‘Fasch ismus für Deutsch land: Erwin von Beckerath und 
das Italien Musso linis’, in Christian Jansen, Lutz Niet hammer, and Bernd 
Weis brod (eds.), Von der Auf gabe der Frei heit: Polit ische Ver antwort ung und 
bürger liche Gesell schaft im 19. und 20. Jahr hundert. Fest schrift für Hans Mommsen 
zum 5. November 1995 (Berlin, 1995), 267–83.
53 Addresses by Wilhelm Keppler and Gottfried Feder at the meet ing of the 
Investi gation Commit tee on 6 Septem ber 1933 in Deutsches Reich: Unter
suchungs auschuss für das Bank wesen 1933, Unter suchung des Bank wesens 
1933, 2 vols. (Berlin, 1933–4), vol. i. pt. i. 12–19.
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cosmo politan ideas. Eco nomic anti semitism had a long trad ition in 
Ger many, but after the fail ure of the Danat under the leadership of 
Jakob Gold schmidt in 1931, Nazi propa ganda was success ful in link
ing anti semitism to finan cial speculation and mis manage ment.54 This 
propa ganda seemed all the more plaus ible as Gold schmidt stood 
accused not only of risky invest ments and lax credit prac tices, but also 
of ac count ing fraud. Simi larly, the largest German bank, the Deutsche 
Bank und DiscontoGesellschaft, came under public attack after a 
series of finan cial scan dals and mis invest ments. Fur ther out rage was 
caused by Deutsche Bank’s re fusal to partici pate in a bank ing con
sortium to rescue the Danat.55 The fact that the German tax payer had 
to foot an enor mous bill for bank bail outs while the govern ment cut 
the wages of civil ser vants and bene fits for job less workers in creased 
the gen eral feel ing that the burden of the crisis was being distrib uted 
un equally. This senti ment was fuelled by the Nazi propa ganda ma
chine. The huge elect oral suc cess of the NSDAP in July 1932 was, as 
we know from var ious ana lyses of na tional and re gional elec tions, 
strongly in flu enced by the bank ing crisis and its polar izing polit ical 
and socioeconomic effects.56

Financial Regulation in Times of Populism

What impact did populism have on monetary and bank ing reforms 
during the 1930s and 1940s? In Ger many, al though most members of 
the eco nomic elite under estimated Hitler’s radical ism and vio lence, 
their pre diction that the new regime would sooner or later adopt a 
more moder ate stance in eco nomic policy proved to be right. Hitler 
called the former presi dent of the Reichs bank, Hjalmar Schacht, 
back into office. Schacht—who in 1934 also became Reich minis ter 

54 See Martin H. Geyer, ‘What Crisis? Speculation, Corruption, and the State 
of Emer gency during the Great De pression’, Bulletin of the German Historical 
Institute Washing ton DC, 55 (2014), 9–35.
55 Plumpe, Nützenadel, and Schenk, Deutsche Bank, 293–5.
56 Sebastian Doerr, Stefan Gissler, JoséLuis Peydró, et al., ‘Finan cial Crises 
and Polit ical Radical ization: How Fail ing Banks Paved Hitler’s Path to Power’, 
BIS Work ing Papers, 978 (2021).
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of eco nomics—was wellknown for opposing the national ization of 
com mercial banks. Schacht set the tone for the in quiry com mission 
estab lished in summer 1933 to dis cuss the causes of the bank ing crisis 
and the re organization of the German finan cial system.57

In its final report, the commission partly echoed the national ist and 
racist per spectives of the Nazi pro gramme in arguing that German 
banks were sound, and that their main prob lems were caused by ex
ternal forces, in cluding the high repar ation costs and the with drawal 
of for eign credits. Further more, the report en dorsed the exist ing bank
ing system, with its mix ture of pri vate com mercial houses and public 
and savings banks. While Jewish bank dir ectors were dis missed and 
Jewish owners ex propri ated under Aryan ization laws, all banks that 
had been placed under state owner ship after 1931 were re privatized 
by 1936.58 Clearly, Schacht and other Nazi leaders shared a belief in 
the con tinued exist ence of a pri vate bank ing system as an import ant 
tool for financing re armament and organ izing the monet ary side of 
war fare.59 At the same time, the Bank Act of 1934 and the Stock Cor
por ation Act of 1937 created a com prehen sive legal frame work with 
which to con trol the entire finan cial and cor porate sector.60

Remarkably, there were substan tial similar ities to the bank ing 
reform initi ated by the fas cist govern ment in Italy in 1926. Liquid
ity rules and re serve require ments were intro duced to enforce the 
stabil ity of the finan cial sector. Establish ing new banks or sub sidiaries 
re quired govern ment ap proval, and com petition within the bank
ing sector was sup pressed by the intro duction of fixed inter est rates 
and pro visions. State con trol was gener ally intensi fied, and was 
exer cised by the Reichs bank, the bank ing com missioner, and a new 

57 Christopher Kopper, Zwischen Markt wirtschaft und Dirig ismus: Banken politik 
im ‘Dritten Reich’ 1933–1939 (Bonn, 1995), 86–112.
58 Dieter Ziegler, ‘After the Crisis: Nationalisation and RePrivatization of 
the German Great Banks 1931–1937’, Jahrbuch für Wirtschafts geschichte, 52/2 
(2011), 55–73.
59 On Schacht, see Christopher Kopper, Hjalmar Schacht: Aufstieg und Fall von 
Hitlers mächtigstem Bankier (Munich, 2006).
60 Johannes Bähr, ‘Modernes Bankrecht und dirigistische Kapital lenkung: 
Zur Steuerung der Ebenen im Finanz sektor des “Dritten Reichs” ’, in Dieter 
Gose winkel (ed.), Wirtschafts kontrolle und Recht in der national sozialist ischen 
Diktatur (Frankfurt am Main, 2005), 199–223.
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con trol board.61 All in all, legal regu lation of finance in Nazi Ger many 
was based on rigor ous state con trol, but uni versal bank ing was not 
touched—unlike in Italy, where a separ ation had been intro duced 
be tween bank ing and in dus try, and be tween short and longterm 
credit. Con vergence of regu lation did not neces sarily mean that both 
coun tries followed exactly the same path.

Although France and Britain also faced severe eco nomic prob
lems after 1929, the shock waves of the Wall Street crash were less 
severe than in Ger many and Italy. In Brit ain, where gold parity was 
aban doned in Septem ber 1931, output fell by 6 per cent be tween 1929 
and 1932, while Ger many saw a fall of more than 30 per cent during 
the same period. Brit ain also ex peri enced almost no bank fail ures in 
the interwar period. Liquiditytocapital ratios re mained stable, and 
credit banks did not engage in risky credit prac tices, as they did in 
Ger many.62 Indeed, most Brit ish polit icians agreed that the coun try’s 
eco nomic prob lems were rooted mainly in the in dus trial sector and in 
de clining exports rather than in finance. The Mac millan Commit tee 
on Finance and In dus try, formed in 1929 to in quire into the causes 
of the de pression, criti cized the banks not for their gen eral busi ness 
prac tices, but only for their lack of engage ment in financing in dus
try, while Keynes in par ticu lar ques tioned the Bank of Eng land’s 
re luctance to enforce macro economic stabil ization. As a con sequence 
of the Mac millan report, a spe cial in sti tution was created to finance 
medium and small busi nesses, but interwar Britain re mained almost 
en tirely free of formal bank ing regu lation. It was not until 1946 that 
the Bank of Eng land was nation alized and moder ate super vision of 
com mercial banks was intro duced.63

The French banking system, unlike Britain’s, was geared to wards 
the Ital ian model. Like Italy, France main tained the gold stand ard 
61 Theo Balderston, ‘German Banking between the Wars: The Crisis of the 
Credit Banks’, Business History Review, 65/3 (1991), 554–605, at 588.
62 H. W. Richardson, ‘The Economic Significance of the Depression in Brit ain’, 
Jour nal of Con temporary History, 4/4 (1969), 3–19; Patrick K. O’Brien, ‘Brit ain’s 
Econ omy be tween the Wars: A Survey of a CounterRevolution in Eco nomic 
His tory’, Past & Present, 115 (1987), 107–30; Steven N. Broadberry, The Brit ish 
Econ omy between the Wars: A Macroeconomic Survey (Oxford, 1986).
63 Christos Hadjiemmanuil, ‘Banking Regulation and the Bank of Eng land: Dis
cretion and Remedies’ (Ph.D. thesis, University College London, 1996), 24–5.
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until 1936, and the Banque de France pur sued a strict course of monet
ary stabil ity. How ever, the pri vate banks were less affected by the 
crisis than those in Ger many or Italy. Only small, re gional banks went 
bank rupt, and there were no mas sive bank panics or with drawals of 
for eign credit. More import ant was a flight to safety from com mercial 
to do mestic savings banks.64 As the Banque de France had accumu
lated huge gold re serves, no for eign cur rency crisis oc curred like that 
in Ger many. The eco nomic down turn was less severe, even though it 
lasted longer. The Banque de France and the con serva tive govern ment 
were criti cized for their monet ary ortho doxy and their re luctance to 
fight the crisis. Popu list cam paigns were waged both by rad ical right
wing groups, such as the CroixdeFeu, and by the rad ical left, lead ing 
to street pro tests and vio lent con flicts—espe cially in the wake of the 
polit ical scan dal around the Jewish finan cier Alex andre Stavisky, 
which led to rumours of a rightwing coup d’ état.65 Popu list criti cism 
was dir ected not only at Stavisky and other bankers, but also at the 
Banque de France, which was still under pri vate owner ship, and the 
en suing cam paigns popular ized tropes like that of the 200 familles—a 
small elite which allegedly con trolled both the pri vate econ omy and 
the monet ary system, and which strictly opposed de valuation for sel
fish motives. Eco nomic anti semitism had a longstanding trad ition 
in France, but the en during eco nomic crisis and in ternal polit ical 
polar ization triggered a new wave of anti semitic propa ganda from 
the rightwing press, espe cially after the elect oral vic tory of the left
wing Popu lar Front in May 1936. In the follow ing years, con tinu ous 
anti semitic cam paigns attacked the new prime minister Léon Blum, a 
Jewish social ist, along with other polit icians and public figures from 
finance and banking.66

64 Patrice Baubeau, Eric Monet, Angelo Riva, et al., ‘FlighttoSafety and 
the Credit Crunch: A New His tory of the Bank ing Crises in France during 
the Great De pression’, Eco nomic His tory Review, 74/1 (2021), 223–50; see also 
Jacques Marseille, ‘Les origines “inopportunes” de la crise de 1929 en France’, 
Revue éco nomique, 31/4 (1980), 648–84; Michel Lescure, ‘Banking in France in 
the InterWar Period’, in Feinstein (ed.), Banking, 315–36.
65 See Paul Jankowski, Stavisky: A Confidence Man in the Republic of Virtue 
(Ithaca, NY, 2002).
66 Julian Jackson, The Politics of Depression in France 1932–1936 (Cam bridge, 
2002), esp. 99, 126, and 182; JeanMarc Dreyfus, ‘Banquiers et finan ciers juifs 
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The transform ation of the French monet ary and bank ing system 
started in 1936 under Blum’s Popu lar Front regime. The coun try 
finally left the gold stand ard and de valued the franc, while an act 
passed on 24 July 1936 gave the govern ment the power to inter vene 
dir ectly in the manage ment of the Banque de France. Pro posals for 
further regu lation of com mercial banks were contro versially dis
cussed in the new National Economic Council. While one group 
pre ferred to national ize the bank ing system, others favoured a cor
porat ist system based on a cer tain degree of auton omy for the banks. 
The Bank Act was post poned sev eral times and finally im posed under 
pres sure from the German occu pation author ities in June 1941.67 The 
German mili tary ad minis tration ap pointed a com missioner to con trol 
the Banque de France and the pri vate banks, but left the implemen
tation of monet ary and finan cial policy to the French in sti tutions. The 
willing ness of the Vichy regime to col labor ate with the Nazis and 
to trans fer enor mous finan cial re sources to the war ma chine of the 
Reich was the price for main tain ing a cer tain level of auton omy.68 As a 
result, the Germans did not change the legal and in sti tutional frame
work created in France after 1936. The postwar govern ment under 
Charles de Gaulle pre served most of the war time regu lations and con
tinued the reforms by national izing the Banque de France to gether 
with the major com mercial banks. The transform ation of the French 
monet ary and finan cial system between 1936 and 1945 was an import
ant pre requisite for the plan ification éco nomique (eco nomic plan ning) 
estab lished during the postwar era.69

de 1929 à 1962: Tran sitions et ruptures’, Archives Juives, 29/2 (1996), 83–99; 
Ralph Schor, L’anti sémitisme en France pendant les années trente: Prélude à Vichy 
(Brussels, 1992).
67 Claire Andrieu, ‘Genèse de la loi du 13 juin 1941, première loi bancaire fran
çaise (septembre 1940–septembre 1941)’, Revue Historique, 269/2 (1983), 385–97.
68 See Filippo Occhino, Kim Oosterlinck, and Eugene N. White, ‘How Occu
pied France Financed its own Exploitation in World War II’, Ameri can Eco nomic 
Review, 97/2, (2007), 295–9. 
69 See Eric Monnet, Controlling Credit: Central Banking and the Planned Econ omy 
in Post war France, 1948–1973 (Cambridge, 2018). 
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Conclusion

To conclude, I will high light four major findings of this re search, 
which will also enable com para tive per spectives on the pres ent.

First, domestic and inter national con flicts over finan cial and monet
ary policy in creased dramatic ally during the interwar era and gave 
birth to ex treme popu list move ments and parties. Popu lists success
fully ad dressed eco nomic misery, social dis parities, and monet ary 
in stability. They framed eco nomic crises in over arch ing narra tives of 
na tional decline, global depend ence, and a loss of eco nomic sover
eignty. In this context, the crash of 1931 was the ‘per fect storm’ (to 
borrow a meta phor used by Rogers Bru baker with refer ence to the 
finan cial crisis of 2008).70 Still, his tory teaches us that there is no linear 
causal ity be tween finan cial shocks and the rise of popu list move
ments. Popu lism is more than just a styl istic reper toire that can be 
activ ated when ever the moment seems right. Neither can we ex plain 
popu lism—as pro posed by some econ omists—using a simple model 
of supply and demand, in which demand is deter mined by ex posure 
to for eign trade shocks or rising social in security, and supply depends 
on the exist ence of charis matic leaders and popu list ideol ogies.71 From 
the com para tive studies of de Brom head, Eichen green, and O’Rourke 
we know that the cumu lative effects of persist ent or re cur rent eco
nomic re cessions were more signifi cant for rightwing voting pat terns 
than indi vidual eco nomic shocks.72 This means that past ex peri ences 
and longterm cul tural shifts are key factors in ex plain ing popu lism. 
While this find ing should motiv ate more inter disciplinary re search at 
the inter section of eco nomic and cul tural his tory, it has farreaching 
impli cations for the under standing of popu lism in the pres ent. The 
bad news may be that popu lism will not dis appear when the eco
nomic situ ation im proves, as it is deeply rooted in our culture.

70 Brubaker, ‘Why Populism?’, 369.
71 See e.g. Luigi Guiso, Helio Herrera, Massomo Morelli, et al., ‘Demand and 
Supply of Popu lism’, EIEF Working Papers Series, 17/03 (2017), at [http://
www.eief.it/files/2017/02/wp173.pdf], accessed 7 Feb. 2022.
72 Alan de Bromhead, Barry Eichengreen, and Kevin H. O’Rourke, ‘Polit ical 
Extrem ism in the 1920s and 1930s: Do German Lessons General ize?’, Jour nal of 
Eco nomic History, 73/2 (2013), 371–406.
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Second, populism is characterized by a com plex inter play be
tween the antiglobal agendas of popu list move ments on the one 
hand, and their inter national trans mission on the other. The ex ample 
of Ital ian fas cism and its impact on popu list finan cial and monet ary 
agendas in other Euro pean coun tries is a case in point, demon strating 
how popu list move ments are em bedded in trans national pro cesses. 
More import ant than in ternal ex changes be tween the vari ous fas cist 
move ments and regimes is the ques tion of how these trans national in
flu ences reached beyond ex treme rightwing polit ical groups to shape 
even ‘main stream’ polit ical agendas. Again, it is import ant to exam ine 
spe cific polit ical prac tices rather than just look ing at ideo logical pro
grammes and ex changes.

Third, populist ideas spread to most Euro pean coun tries from 
the 1920s, but their polit ical impact varied. Ger many and Italy were 
most strongly affected, while in France, leftwing popu lism proved 
more power ful than the rightwing vari ants.73 How ever, during the 
1930s, France ex peri enced a con vergence of these popu list move
ments and their social and eco nomic demands. As Michel Winock 
has argued, a ‘popu list syn thesis [syn thèse popu liste]’ char acter ized 
the coun try’s polit ical evo lution in the wake of the de pression.74 Brit
ain is an interest ing ex ample of a coun try where eco nomic popu lism 
hardly trans lated into ex treme voting pat terns and party struc tures. 
As vocifer ous as Mosley’s Union of Fas cists was, it re mained a tiny 
group com pared to rightwing move ments in Ger many, Italy, and 
many other Euro pean coun tries.75 One stand ard explan ation lies in 
the fact that Brit ain left the gold stand ard rela tively early and was 
able to pursue more expan sive fiscal and monet ary policies.76 Per
haps of equal import ance was the strat egy adopted by the na tional 
73 Marc Lazar, ‘Du populisme à gauche: Les cas français et italien’, Vingtième 
Siècle: Revue d’histoire, 56 (1997), 121–31.
74 Michel Winock, ‘Populismes français’, Vingtième Siècle: Revue d’histoire, 56 
(1997), 77–91, esp. 84–5.
75 See Mike Cronin (ed.), The Failure of British Fascism: The Far Right and the 
Fight for Polit ical Recog nition (Basing stoke, 1996); John Stevenson, ‘Con serva
tism and the Fail ure of Fas cism in Inter war Brit ain’, in Martin Blink horn (ed.), 
Fas cists and Con serva tives: The Rad ical Right and the Establish ment in Twentieth-
Century Europe (London, 2012), 270–88.
76 See e.g. Eichengreen, Populist Temptation, 73–88.
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govern ments after 1931 to inte grate popu list demands into the polit
ical main stream.

Fourth, populism was not only a protest move ment or a de
structive polit ical force, but also created new instru ments of state 
inter vention into the econ omy. While most polit ical scien tists agree 
that antiinstitutionalism is a key fea ture of presentday popu lism, this 
assump tion must be ques tioned from the per spective of the interwar 
ex peri ence. Once in power, popu list regimes pursue a techno cratic 
agenda and create legal and bureau cratic in sti tutions that last for a 
long time. These transform ations are often a com promise be tween 
popu list claims and more tech nical require ments, as the finan cial and 
monet ary reforms of the 1930s and 1940s show.

All four countries provide good examples of techno cratic path 
depend ency that reached far beyond the caesura of 1945. For Ger
many, Albrecht Ritschl has pointed to the ‘long shadow’ of the 
Third Reich, arguing that Hjalmar Schacht was more import ant for 
the design of the social market econ omy than Ludwig Erhard.77 It is 
cer tainly true that the Bank Act of 1934 was adopted by the Fed eral 
Repub lic with only mar ginal changes. In the case of Italy and France, 
the leg acies of the 1930s and 1940s are even more signifi cant, as bank
ing regu lations and monet ary regimes created in this period re mained 
effect ive until the 1980s. Even though bank ing regu lation in Brit ain 
re mained less in sti tutional ized, tenden cies to wards more super vision 
and coordination through the Bank of Eng land also existed there.

On the inter national level, one of the most farreaching con
sequences of these in sti tutional con tinu ities was the fact that finan cial 
regu lation gener ally re mained the pre serve of the nation state until 
the 1980s. From a histor ical per spective, the mani fold impli cations of 
these con tinu ities remain a puzzle, and this should inspire more com
para tive re search. The histor ical entangle ment of fas cism and finance 
may pro vide a clue to better under stand these longterm tra jectories 
in twentiethcentury Europe.

77 Albrecht Ritschl, ‘Der lange Schatten Hjalmar Schachts: Zu den lang fristigen 
Wirk ungen des Dritten Reichs auf die Wirtschafts ordnung Deutsch lands seit 
dem Kriege’, Jahrbuch für Wirtschaftsgeschichte, 45/2 (2004), 245–8.
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