Difference between racism & fascism
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THE word ‘racist’ surfaced recently in sections of the media in Britain, after three ill-mannered white British women hurled abuse on the ‘Big Brother’ television show at Shilpa Shetty, an actress from the Indian silver screen, The episode was described in an article published in the Dawn in its issue of February 4.

The tone of the attack and the use of four-letter words on television, unthinkable in the subcontinent, brought a storm of protest from Brits of Indian and Pakistani origin.The women claimed afterwards that they were not really racist at all. It was just cultural differences with the Indian glamour girl that brought about the assault. But the word ‘racist’ was nevertheless tossed about like a Waldorf salad. If that was not bad enough, the word ‘fascist’ also made a sudden appearance in staid, multicultural England, though in an entirely different context.

The two words mean two different things, and it is extremely rare for a person to refer to another member of the human species as both a racist and a fascist, and that too in the same breath. But apparently, shortly after the historic acquittal last November of a member of the British group that still wears jackboots and black uniforms and gives the Nazi salute at secret meetings, a commentator described the British National Party as both ‘racist’ and ‘fascist. ’

It is, of course, an exclamation of derision; rather like the convenient lumping together of all people from the Indian subcontinent as ‘Pakis.’ But the purist will agree that the use of the two words in conjunction is not only a bit of slipshod thinking but also ignores the distinction in language.

Mary Kenny, author of Germany Calling: A personal biography of William Joyce – Lord Haw-Haw put it rather nicely in an article which appeared in a section of the British press. A racist is a person who ridicules and pours scorn on people of another race because he thinks they are inferior, a sentiment often based on differences in colour. A racist may also hate certain religions where a faith is linked to ethnicity, as in the current attack on people professing the Islamic faith.

Fascism, on the other hand, is used to describe any movement which advocates a dictatorship of the right. It is the political philosophy of the authoritarian, corporate and militarist state as existed in Nazi Germany. It is hostile to communism and on occasion to capitalism.

Some western critics nevertheless added a new dimension to the meaning of fascist, by describing the systems which existed under Stalin and Mao Zedong as fascist states. The emphasis here is on a totalitarian as opposed to a democratic set-up. The fascist state, however, has a background and a history.

Fascism, in the historical sense, was the name given to a rightist political movement which governed Italy as a dictatorship during the period 1920–1943, founded in Milan in 1919 by Benito Mussolini who, like many of his associates, had been a socialist party member.

From its inception Italian fascism was able to capitalise on the chaotic economic situation prevailing in post World War I in Italy and on the weakness of the democratic centre parties. Hitler, who took his inspiration from Mussolini, also exploited the economic situation that existed in Germany after the signing of the Treaty of Versailles and set up a totalitarian state in 1933.

In time Italian fascism emerged as the self-proclaimed enemy of Italian communism -- winning over the support of the industrialists, war veterans and the lower middle classes hit by high inflation and chronic unemployment. In 1921, the party won 35 seats in the Italian chamber of deputies.

Kenny points out that it is possible for a racist to be a fascist, but this is not always the case. Similarly, it is possible for a fascist to be a racist. Here again there are instances which suggest that this is not necessarily so. Two cases in point, of fascist leaders who were not racists, are Franco of Spain and Salazar of Portugal, both of whom had a pretty long innings at the crease.

While the Nazis were turning the screws on the sons of Zion in the concentration camps, Franco gave asylum and provided sanctuary to more Jewish refugees than democratic Sweden. What is more, in the 1930s, Franco was described in the left-wing New Statesman as being a ‘negrophile’ because he employed hordes of dark skinned Moroccan troops. Whatever Franco might have been, he was certainly not a racist.

Dr Salazar, a dictator with strong leanings towards the clergy, was another example of a fascist who was not a racist. In fact, it is difficult to think of another European country which has such a positive attitude towards foreigners, black or white, as Portugal. One has to only look at Brazil, a former Portuguese colony, to get an idea of what a truly multi-ethnic and multi-cultural country is like.

This writer is reminded of the time when a cruise ship flying the Brazilian flag docked at Cape Town. This was a good 20 years before apartheid was lifted in South Africa. The harbour police boarded the ship and asked the captain to point out how many of his crew and passengers were European and how many were African or Indian. The captain scratched his head, shrugged his shoulders and said, “I don’t know what you fellows are talking about. We’re all Brazilians.”

The white South African regime which practised Apartheid was assuredly racist and thoughts of racial purity trickled down to every party, both rightist and leftist. How else can one explain the motto of the Communist Party of South Africa which urged ‘workers of the world to unite – for a white South Africa’? Nevertheless, the Boers were not fascist. They were anti-monarchist and practised a kind of democracy reserved exclusively for the whites.

There are a few European countries that managed to keep away from both fascism and racism, the most notable of them being France. For years before the two world wars, the French were regarded as the most civilised and cultured of the European countries. They tolerated every kind of religious and political dissent.

Of course, there were pockets of anti-Semitism in France, as there were in Russia, England, Germany, Austria, Costa Rica in Central America and parts of the United States of America. But racism, as it is generally understood, as an expression of intense disapproval caused by the colour of a person’s skin, was extremely rare, until immigrants started to pour in from former French colonies.

Who can forget how the black American jazz singers, led by the legendary Josephine Baker, were given a warm welcome by the French? Baker, who suffered discrimination and racist abuse in her native East St Louis, became the toast of the City of Lights almost overnight. All it really took was one successful performance at the Folies Bergere and Paris lay at her feet.

But long before the democratic French had tuned in on the coat tails of September 11, racism had started to rear its ugly head, and one heard of racist attacks on émigrés from Algeria, Morocco and other former French colonies south of the Sahara, who had decided to make France their home.

However, not too many Pakistanis visit France. Most gravitate to the United Kingdom for their holidays or to study. That is why the Shilpa Shetty episode caused a little heartburn among cinema fans in Karachi and Lahore. It took some of them back to the 1970s and the rash of ‘Paki’ jokes which erupted, one of which bears retelling. It’s the self-effacing one about the Pakistani telling his white neighbour that he was better off than he was.

In spite of the fact that they had a wife and two sons, lived in the same kind of house, drove the same kind of car, earned the same amount of money and had the same future prospects, the Pakistani claimed that he was far better off than his friend who lived next door. When quizzed about how he had come to this remarkable conclusion, the Pakistani said that he didn’t have a ‘Paki’ as a neighbour. One hopes that the Shetty episode is an isolated one and that the animosity was triggered off by cultural rather than racist feelings. Everything said and done, England is still the best country to live in.

