
 

Discussion Guide: Recognizing and 
Responding to Warning Signs of Fascism 

Introduction 
This guide is designed to facilitate community discussions about identifying and responding to 
authoritarian tendencies. By engaging in open, informed dialogue, communities can better 
understand the warning signs of fascism and develop strategies to protect democratic 
institutions. 

Guidelines for Facilitators 
1. Create a respectful environment where participants can share perspectives without 

fear of judgment 
2. Stay nonpartisan by focusing on democratic principles and historical patterns rather 

than current politics 
3. Use factual information from reputable historical sources 
4. Encourage critical thinking rather than prescribing specific viewpoints 
5. Acknowledge complexity and avoid oversimplified conclusions 

Format Options 
This discussion can be adapted for: 

● Community centers 
● Libraries 
● Faith communities 
● Educational institutions 
● Book clubs 
● Online forums 
● Neighborhood associations 

Discussion Framework (90-120 minutes) 

Opening (15 minutes) 

● Welcome participants and explain the purpose of the discussion 
● Establish ground rules for respectful dialogue 
● Brief introduction to the concept of fascism and its historical context 
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● Explain that the goal is understanding, not political advocacy 

Understanding Fascism (20 minutes) 

● Present the definition of fascism as an authoritarian system of government where power 
is concentrated in the hands of one leader or ruling group 

● Discuss how fascist movements often begin with seemingly minor changes that 
gradually erode democratic norms 

● Highlight the core characteristics that distinguish fascism from other political systems 
● Review brief historical examples to provide context 

Examining Warning Signs (30-40 minutes) 

Choose 4-6 warning signs from the list below to explore in depth: 

1. Extreme Nationalism 
 

○ Discussion question: How can we distinguish between patriotism and extreme 
nationalism? 

○ Historical example: Nazi Germany's concept of "Deutschland über alles" 
○ Modern relevance: Rhetoric claiming that only certain citizens are "real" members 

of the nation 
2. Dismissal of Human Rights 

 
○ Discussion question: How do societies justify treating certain groups as less 

deserving of rights? 
○ Historical example: The Nuremberg Laws in Nazi Germany 
○ Modern relevance: Arguments that security concerns justify human rights 

violations 
3. Identification of Enemies as a Unifying Cause 

 
○ Discussion question: How do leaders use scapegoating to distract from other 

issues? 
○ Historical example: Mussolini targeting communists as enemies of the state 
○ Modern relevance: Blaming complex social problems on specific groups 

4. Controlled Mass Media 
 

○ Discussion question: How does media concentration affect the quality of 
information citizens receive? 

○ Historical example: Goebbels' Ministry of Propaganda controlling German media 
○ Modern relevance: Attacks on journalists' credibility or safety 

5. Corporate Power Protected 
 

○ Discussion question: What is the proper balance between business interests and 
public welfare? 

○ Historical example: Nazi Germany's partnerships with major corporations 
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○ Modern relevance: Industry leaders writing legislation affecting their businesses 

6. Contempt for Intellectuals 
 

○ Discussion question: Why might authoritarian movements target educators and 
experts? 

○ Historical example: Nazi book burnings and university purges 
○ Modern relevance: Portraying experts as "elites" out of touch with regular citizens 

7. Fraudulent Elections 
 

○ Discussion question: How does voter confidence in elections affect democracy? 
○ Historical example: Hitler's use of emergency powers after election 
○ Modern relevance: Attempts to restrict voting access for certain populations 

8. Whitewashing of History 
 

○ Discussion question: How does control of historical narratives shape national 
identity? 

○ Historical example: Fascist regimes removing references to their atrocities 
○ Modern relevance: Legislation restricting how history is taught in schools 

9. Cult of Personality 
 

○ Discussion question: What makes people susceptible to charismatic leaders? 
○ Historical example: Mussolini's carefully crafted image as Il Duce 
○ Modern relevance: Political leaders portrayed as uniquely capable of solving 

problems 
10. Systematic Censorship 

 
○ Discussion question: How does fear of speaking out affect democratic 

participation? 
○ Historical example: Franco's Spain prohibiting publications critical of the regime 
○ Modern relevance: Punishing whistleblowers who reveal government misconduct 

Developing Response Strategies (30 minutes) 

Discuss practical ways individuals and communities can strengthen democratic institutions: 

Individual Actions 

● Develop media literacy and seek diverse news sources 
● Support independent journalism through subscriptions or donations 
● Engage in the democratic process through voting and civic participation 
● Build connections across social and political divides 
● Speak out against dehumanizing rhetoric about any group 
● Support organizations that protect civil liberties and human rights 

Community Actions 
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● Create spaces for civil dialogue about controversial issues 
● Support public education, especially civics and history 
● Organize community events that build connections across diverse groups 
● Develop local networks to protect vulnerable community members 
● Support local independent media 
● Engage with local government through attendance at meetings and communication with 

representatives 

Closing Reflection (15 minutes) 

● Ask participants to share one insight they gained or action they plan to take 
● Provide resources for further learning 
● Thank participants for engaging in this important conversation 

Additional Resources 

Recommended Books 

● "How Fascism Works: The Politics of Us and Them" by Jason Stanley 
● "On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons from the Twentieth Century" by Timothy Snyder 
● "The Origins of Totalitarianism" by Hannah Arendt 

Documentaries 

● "The Dictator's Playbook" (PBS) 
● "Nazi Town, USA" (PBS) 
● "The Authoritarians" (YouTube/Independent) 

Articles and Academic Papers 

● "The 14 Early Warning Signs of Fascism" by Laurence W. Britt 
● "Ur-Fascism" by Umberto Eco 
● "The Five Stages of Fascism" by Robert O. Paxton 

Notes on Facilitating Difficult Conversations 
● If discussions become heated, redirect to the historical patterns and principles 
● Acknowledge that reasonable people can disagree about specific policies while sharing 

commitment to democratic values 
● If someone makes dehumanizing comments about any group, gently redirect the 

conversation 
● Remember that the goal is understanding, not agreement on all points 
● End on a constructive note that emphasizes shared commitment to democratic values 
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© 2025 WhatIsFascism.org - Based on research by Laurence W. Britt and other historical 
scholars 

This discussion guide is intended for educational purposes only and is designed to promote 
critical thinking about historical patterns and democratic values. 
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