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ABSTRACT

The primary conclusion drawn by the thesis is that the political ideology of the
BUF clearly exhibited a left-wing strand which is described as the BUF's brand of fascist
'socialism’. This strand (whilst a travestic and heretical form of socialism) considered the
BUF to be more radical and virile than the Labour movement and, alone amongst
political movements, capable of bringing about a national revolution which would
contain a socio-economic reorientation of the country along classic socialist lines - an
end to poverty, the building of houses and job creation - with Trade Unions taking a
central role, within the framework of the Corporate State, in the industrial decision
making process. '

It 1s not suggested that this strand was a self-contained concept within the BUF.
The thesis has simply taken the heuristic step of grouping together these ideas in order to
highlight the presence of an identifiable strand within the BUF's political ideology:.

The thesis supports the school of academic thought which believes that fascism
must be taken seriously as a genuine political ideology if it is to be understood. Fascism
1s viewed as an eclectic political ideology containing a clear potential (although one not
necessarily realised) to exhibit a strand of thought which was at base a fascistic revision
of socialism.

In regards to the methodology adopted by the thesis, the generic theories of
fascism devised by Griffin, Sternhell, Eatwell and Payne, it was concluded that in the
context of this thesis all proved capable of predicting the potential inherent in fascist
tdeology to grow from left-wing roots and exhibit a brand of fascist 'soctalism'. In terms
of the theories' use as research tools it is Griffin's which stands out, due to its
- combination of profundity and lucidity, which gives his theory an operational simplicity,
flexibility and heuristic quality.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis concerns itself with a particular aspect of the history of the British
Union of Fascists (BUF) and its infamous leader Sir Oswald Mosley. In a recent study
of the BUF 1n east London, the author highlighted the diverse and contradictory nature
of Mosley fascism! suggesting that the 'classical' view of fascist movements being
ideologically a vacuous product solely of the right and sociologically a movement of the
petit-bourgeois was naccurate and of little use if applied to the BUF. The Mosleyite
movement was in actual fact made up of a number of different strands both ideologically
and sociologically. This thesis is primarily concerned with one of those ideological
strands: the socialist one. '

This introduction falls neatly into three sections, which if taken as a whole form
the methodological and contextual 'foundations' upon which the historical 'building' of
this thesis's argument is built. These three sections are the central arcument of the
thesis, the methodological framework upon which it is built and the historical context to
which it relates. The role of the introduction is envisaged as being to act, within the
context of the thesis, as a constant reference point for the argument that will be
developed 1n the main body of the thesis, thus ensuring that the academic premises and
context upon which the thesis 1s based and its historical context are a constant baci\'drop
to the development of the thesis's central argumént.

The Thesis's Central Argument

The subject of this dissertation, the left-wing roots of the BUF, is a complex and
academically controversial one. The concept held of the ideological dimension within
the BUF 1s of fundamental importance to any conception we hold of the BUF, and in
consequence fascism in general.

The dissertation is essentially concerned with two points: firstly, the need to take
fascist ideology seriously if the complex and contradictory phenomenon of fascism, in
general, and any fascist movement, in particular, is to be fully understood; and secondly,
the need to take the often overlooked left-wing roots of fascism (both ideologically and
sociologically) seriously, both in terms of the strength of its presence in fascist ideology
and sociology, and in terms of the fanaticism with which many left-wing fascists
believed in their ‘conception’ of 'national' Socialism. The BUF and Mosleyite fascism it
exhibited are an excellent case study for the examination of these two points due to the
clear presence of a socialist strand within it.

The central historical phenomenon this thesis examines is the road which exists
between socialism and fascism, two apparent political polar opposttes. It deals with the

I'Linchan, T.. East London for Mosley (London, 1996). The terms Mosley fascism and BUF will be uscd
intcrchangeably in the thesis. The BUF will refer to the organisation, whilst Mosley fascism to the
~ particular brand of fascism exhibited by the BUF. -
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question of how and why self-professed socialists became fascists in the context of the
1930s British fascist movement, the BUF. It seeks to establish the existence of a brand
of fascist 'socialism' within the political 1deology of the BUF and the subsequent
mapping out of its salient features and the placement of it within the specific context of
the BUF's political ideology and the general context of fascist ideology.

The thesis in no way attempts to suggest that fascism, as a whole, is a heretical
brother of socialism (only one particular strand within certain forms of fascism), but that
it is in fact a highly eclectic political ideology, there being many roads which lead to
fascism, both on an ideological and on a personal level. One of these roads, as this thesis
will demonstrate, is from the left. This thesis intends to demonstrate that, under the right
circumstances, no one is immune from the virus of fascism, including its political polar
opposite, a point proven by the case of the left-wing roots of the BUF. |

What this thesis intends to highlight is that the apparent contradiction within
fascist ideology, which 1s often referred to by the critics of the school of historical and
social scientific thought which treats fascism as a genuine political 1deology, 1s not
caused by fascism's lack of ideological validity but the fact that at the level of ideas
fascism is an attempted 1deological and philosophical synthesis of socialism and
nationalism, what Mosley described as the BUF's attempt to forge 'a creed of patriotism
and revolution.” This core synthesis means that it is possible to 'arrive' at fascism from
both the right and the left of the political spectrum. This means that any particular
fascist's vision of their individual 'version' of fascism will be imbued with either the
'romantic-reactionary' ethos of the conservative revolutionary recruit from the right who
dreams of the mythical rebirth of the nation, culturally (and racially) cleansed and united
with a shared sense of destiny or the 'rational-radical' ethos of the left-wing recruit to
fascism determined to create order out of /aissez faire economic chaos, armed with an
all-powerful central state and a national plan, within the pragmatically viable national
arena, rather than within an unrealistic and utopian pan-national arena which mainstream
socialism dreamed of. It must of course be understood that in just the same way that the
two strands of thought are simultaneously present in fascist ideology, the two strands
may well be simultaneously present in the 'worldview' of any one individual fascist (in, of
course, varying degrees of sophistication and nuance). However, one or other of the two
strands will inevitably be the more dominant, exerting the greater influence over the
individual or movement. As a result, two fascists may well present differing views upon
the same subject, thus creating a contradiction due not to- an inherent ideological

weakness within fascism, but to an inherent i1deological complexity within fascism.?

i, e -

2Mosley, O.. Ten Points of Fascism (London. 1934) p.2.

3See for example the differing attitudes to the question of feminism in Mosley fascism highlighted by

Martin Durham. Durham makes the important point that 'the diversity within its ranks [the BUF] mecant

that what was basically an ambiguous appcal to women (and to men) could be interpreted in diffcrent

wavs' a diversity caused by 'the political background of some activists in the Conservative Party or the
--socialist movement'. 'Gender and the British Union of Fascists'. Journal of Contemporary Historv, 27
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It 1s important to note that this thesis is examining the question of the BUF's
- left-wing roots from an ideological perspective not a sociological one. In one way the
thesis 1s almost dealing with a non-question because if looked at sociologically, the BUF
membership prior to joining was predominantly right-wing or non-political. The BUF's
failure to appeal to and attract the support of the British working-class, especially that
of the unemployed, 1s quite ironic and reveals a contradiction at the heart of Mosley
fascism. This 1s because whilst its ideological mythic core reveals Mosley fascism to be
an essentially left-wing brand of fascism and the BUF a political movement whose
principal raison d'étre was to solve the problem of mass unemployment, one of the chief
reasons for the failure of Mosley fascism's attempt to become a revolutionary
mass-movement was 1ts inability to attract support from the unemployed and
working-class. Consequently it was the failure of its appeal to the British working-class
which ensured the BUF's abject failure as a political or indeed any other kind of force.
The relationship between the socialist strand within Mosley fascism and three
other salient features of the movement will also be discussed, namely: the right-wing
ideological strand within Mosley fascism; the sociology of the BUF; and the
movement’s failure. This will thus ensure that having initially been identified and
examined the socialist strand within Mosley fascism will be placed within the context of
its immediate historical reality. |
The principle analytical tool which will be used to achieve this aim will be
generic theories of fascism, in particular those conceived by Roger Griffin and Zeev
Sternhell (although the theories of Roger Eatwell and Stanley Payne will also be noted
for comparative purposes). This thesis will, as a consequence of this, be of further
academic significance as it will act as a case study of a particular form of fascism to
highlight the accuracy of these generic theories and ascertain their heuristic usefulness
-as academic tools (in at least the case of Mosley fascism). |

The Methodological Framework
A key feature of the thesis's analysis i1s the methodological framework upon
which 1t 1s based, the intellectual bedrock of the thesis, namely the definitions of

ideology, socialism and most importantly fascism, employed in its writing.

Ideology
A precise definition of 1deology could quite easily occupy an entire thesis by
itself. In this particular case what i1s aimed for is a heuristically useful one. A strong
school of historical thought considers it misleading to imbue fascism with the kind of
intellectual coherence implicit in accepting fascism as a genuine political ideology. This

el —

(1992) p.527. Sce also Durham's chapter "Women and the British Union of Fascists' in Kushner, T.. &
Lunn. K., (eds) The Politics of AMarginality (London. 1990) pp.3-18.
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school prefers to deny fascism any kind of generic ideological coherency, simply
dismissing its political tracts as cynical propaganda.

It 1s a basic contention of this thesis that this view is wrong. This school of
thought has been misled into dismissing fascist political writing as cynical propaganda
due to the fact that 1deology and propaganda are closely interlinked and distinguishing
between the two of them 1s difficult.

For fascism in general, and in the case of Mosley fascism in particular, although
it 1s important to remember that fascist political writings were always at least partially
propagandistic in intent, fascist propaganda was often characterised by a very high
ideological content. The distinction between propaganda and ideology in the case of
fascism has been too much belaboured and as a consequence has often obscured rather
than illuminated the nature of fascist political thought. Barbara Lane's comment

concerning Nazism illustrates the point for fascism in general:

"Even the most "elevated" or philosophical tract was intended as "propagandistic”. On
the other hand. even the most crude and cmotion-laden broadside, directed to a small
interest group or to an ¢phemeral 1ssue, usually promised at the same time large-scale
political and cultural change. This latter kind of promisc has traditionally been regarded
bv historians as the function of ideology".?

Consequently if one 1s to avoid the mistake of viewing fascist ideology in
general, and Mosley fascism specifically, as nothing more than cynical propaganda and
thus reducing the source of fascism's appeal to would be fascists 'into something like an
epidemic of aberrant behaviour caused by an unknown virus',’ how is a contentious term
such as 1deology to be defined? |

The approach to 1deology adopted in this thesis owes its inspiration to the
generic theory of fascism devised by Roger Griffin, a theory discussed in greater detail
later in the introduction. For an academic exercise such as this a true definition of the
term 1deology 1s not actually required, what i1s needed is one that is heuristically useful.
Thus for the purposes of this thesis ideology is viewed as a political creed's underlying
mythic core of values, beliefs and goals, (which are not necessarily an intellectually
cogent set of 1deas), considered 'in terms of their implications for the maintenance or
improvement of the socio-political status quo, or for its overthrow and replacement by
an alternative state system'.® This mythic core or political myth refers not to something
fictitious or imaginary, but to the irrational mainspring of an ideology, the vision of the
ideal society, which acts as the inspirational power which inspires and mobilises an

‘Lanc. B. and Rupp. L.. Nazi Ideology before 1933 (Manchester, 1978) ibid.. p.xxv.

>Griffin, R.. 'Was Nazism Fascist?, Modern History Review, (September 1993) p.17.

OGriffin. R.. 'Intcgration and Identification: Conflicting Aspects of the Human Need for

Sclf-Transcendence Within Ideological Communitics', /istory of European Ideas, 18 (1994) p.11. Sce

also Matthew Coupland’s very interesting article, "The Blackshirted Utopians', Journal of Contemporary

Historv. 33 (1998) pp.255-72, which trecats the BUF's political idcology as a form of political
-ufoplanism, - - -~ - - s o
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tdeology's activists and supporters in the desire for, and drive towards, what they

concetve as the ideal society.

Thus by examining 1deology this way, fascism can be defined not in terms of its
style of politics (that 1s its external features as a movement (i.e. the use of violence,
paramilitary formations or the ritualistic style of its supporters behaviour) or as a regime
(1.e. totalitarianism or charismatic leadership)), but in terms of its core themes and ideas
as an 1deology. In this way fascism can be seen in common with other political
ideologies such as liberalism, communism and conservatism, to be driven by a certain
vision or myth of the 1deal society which each ideology seeks to create.

This reflects both a 'simple' dictionary definition of ideology as the 'scheme of
1deas at basis of some political or economic theory'7? and a proposed definition of the
concept of ideology 1n a recently established journal, dedicated 'to an understanding of
the nature of political thought',® as being 'empirically ascertainable sets of political
beliefs, opinions and attitudes, consciously-held and articulated at accessible levels of
coherence.” '

An approach taken such as this consequently ensures that theory remains
subordinate to the primary task of understanding and explaining a 'real' phenomenon,
such as Mosley fascism, the purpose for which it 1s devised.

When taking an approach such as this towards ideology, and then applying it to
a creed such as fascism, there 1s the danger of over-intellectualising and
over-rationalising a political phenomenon which was/is a particularly irrational form of
political expression and radicalism (though quite 'rational' for a fascist). The approach
taken in this thesis does not simply take fascist propaganda at face value or ignore the
irrational, brutal nature of the violence perpetuated in its name. A key aim of the thesis -
1s to give due importance to the role ideology played within the fascism phenomenon, as
a key argument 1n this thesis 1s that at least certain forms of fascism contained a strong
ideological facet. The thesis will highlight the need to take this ideological facet
seriously 1f the fascist phenomenon 1s to be fully understood, whilst simultaneously
locating the role played by ideology, within fascism, in such a way as to avoid

overstating its importance.!?

TCoulson, J.. (ed.) The Oxford Ilustrated Dictionary (Oxford, 1981) p.418.

SFreeden. M., 'Editorial', Journal of Political Ideologies, 1 (1996) p.5.

%ibid., p.7.

10]¢ is worth noting at this point that the considerable differences between fascism's promises as a creed
and the realities of the two fascist regimes that have existed (and as a conscquence the arguable
differences between Mosley fascism's promiscs and the would-be realities of a 'Greater Britain') docs not
weaken the case for viewing fascism as a legitimate political ideology. They are simply the reflection of
the 'mythic’ nature of its. and any idcology’s, core sct of ideals and the consequential potcnlml f'ulmg il
-shares with-all political movements: ST | |



Socialism

As regards to the concept of socialism, a precise definition is equally elusive. As
one leading commentator points out, 'there i1s disagreement amongst both academic
commentators and political supporters and opponents over the identity or existence of
[the] 'essential’ elements'!! which make up socialism and over the relative importance of
each. Quite simply there are many different interpretations of what socialism actually
TRY.

However if once again- we seek a heuristically useful definition for this term, to
help serve the enlightening purposes of this thesis, we may turn to a typical dictionary
definition of socialism to throw some initial light upon the subject. One such definition 1s
that socialism is a 'political and economic principle [which believes] that community as a
whole should have ownership and control of all means of productions and distribution
(opp.[ostte of] capitalism and individualism)'.13 This desire to create a community which
believes in common ownership, instead of private ownership, with the resources at its
disposal being used for the benefit of all, 1s at the basis of socialism. Such a definition is
perhaps more simplistically and lucidly expressed as 'the conscious control of and
direction of human resources for human needs'.!* This definition of socialism is taken
from Oswald Mosley's autobiography. Thus for the purposes of this thesis any political
writing which exhibits such beliefs will be considered at least socialistic in its inspiration
and intention.

There 1s one specific theoretical problem concerned with defining socialism
which perhaps does need to be addressed by any work concerned with such a topic as
the fascist ‘socialism’ espoused within a particular fascist political ideology. This is the
question of the distinction between ‘socialism’ and other forms of anti-capitalist, but not
actually socialist, ideological outpourings and rhetoric.

The question of the distinction between socialist ideas and mere anti-capitalist
sentiment 1S of some relevance to this thesis because of the fact that in most ‘classical’
interpretations of fascism and its various manifestations, what little attention that has
been given to this phenomenon has tended to be of a kind which dismisses fascist
‘socialism’ as mere hollow anti-capitalist rhetoric with no true connection with socialism
at all. This thesis sets out an argument which clearly disputes this, suggesting that the
political 1deology of the BUF clearly exhibited a left-wing strand which is described as
the BUF's brand of fascist 'socialism'. This strand (whilst a travestic and heretical form
of socialism) considered the BUF to be more radical and virile than the Labour

ITBarker. R., 'Socialism' in Miller, D.. (¢d.) The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Political Thought (Oxford,
1987) p.485.
t2A newspaper article by the current Labour Party lcader, Tony Blair, on this issue illustrates the
vaguencss with which socialism can be defined. Sce "The Flavour of Success' 7hie Guardian (6/7/95)
n.19.
13Coulson, The Oxford. p.805.

~HMMosley. 0.\ Life (London. 1968) p.172.
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movement and, alone amongst political movements, capable of bringing about a national
revolution which would contain a socio-economic reorientation of the country along
classic socialist lines - an end to poverty, the building of houses and job creation - with
Trade Unions taking a central role, within the framework of the Corporate State, in the
industrial decision making process. This argument is then used to support the school of
academic thought which believes that fascism is best viewed as an eclectic political
ideology containing a clear potential (although one not necessarily realised) to exhibit a
strand of thought which was at base a fascistic revision of socialism.

It is argued that this fascistic revision differs from mere anti-capitalist rhetoric
and sentiment in the following ways. Firstly, a key way in which socialism differs from
anti-capitalism is that socialism is an ideology which seeks to build a new society based
upon a new construction of the socio-economic order, whether this eventual new
society 1s achieved by revolutionary or evolutionary methods. Anti-capitalism 1s simply
concerned with railing against the changes caused by the emergence of capitalism in an
attempt to preserve aspects of an older pre-capitalist ordering of society and its
economy. Socialism 1s concerned with building the new, but mere anti-capitalism is
concerned with simply preserving the old. Fascist ‘socialism’ is clearly more than just
mere anti-capitalist rhetoric because i1t 1s concerned with the creation of a new order
within the nation and not simply preserving or returning to a previous SOCi0-€Conomic
ordering of the nation.

This fascistic revision of socialism differs from mere anti-capitalist rhetoric and
sentiment in a further way. Socialism 1s a genuine ideology with a clear, concrete and
coherent programme of change and aims. It has a clear vision of the ideal society it is
seeking to build. Mere anti-capitalist rhetoric on the other hand lacks this ideological
dimension, being characterised by a tendency to produce unclear and incoherent ideas
and thoughts. This anti-capitalist rhetoric is tentative, ‘woolly’ and often informed by
romanticised reminiscences of a bygone age. As this thesis will demonstrate the brand of
fascist ‘socialism’ espoused by the BUF’s political ideology is characterised by a high
degree of programmatic coherence and sets of clear and considered concrete aims.
Therefore it is quite distinct in its own characteristics from a primary characteristic of
mere anti-capitalist rhetoric - lack of clarity.

This fascistic revision of socialism differs from mere anti-capitalist rhetoric and
sentiment in one further key way. A primary concern of genuine socialism is the
working class and 1ts socio-economic grievances. A strong characteristic of
non-socialist anti-capitalism is that it tends to be the expression of what might be termed

petty-bourgeois panib in the face of the perceived twin threat of large-scale capitalism
(such as large department stores) from above and organised labour (the unionised
industrial working-class) from below. It is this perceived threat which triggers a
response of anti-capitalist rhetoric and sentiment. Fascist ‘socialism’ whilst not being an
expression of specifically working-class radicalism, due to the organic brand of
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nationalism 1t adheres to, is equally not a mere expression of lower middle-class
resentment either for two reasons. Firstly, again because of the organic view of the
nation fascism adheres to, its vision of a reborn nation includes all national community
members regardless of class. Secondly, because in the specific case of the BUF these
left-wing fascists are not distressed petty bourgeoisie but working-class disillusioned
socialists. Consequently, the primary social groups non-socialist anti-capitalist rhetoric
is concerned with are small businessmen, artisans and small farmers, whereas for
socialism the main social group 1t 1s concerned with is the working class. Fascism as an
ideology is concerned with all social groups as it attempts tolforge a new social ordering
of the nation. Within this overall concern for all social groups within the nation fascist
‘socialism’ is particularly concerned to produce a programme which directly addresses
the socio-economic needs and worries of the working-class. Therefore, once again the
socialist influence over the ideas espoused within the BUF’s political 1deology can
clearly be seen as a genuine one and not simply the ill-defined influence of mere
anti-capitalist ideological sentiment which has little in common with socialism other than
an ill-defined anti-capitalist rhetoric and yearning.

Therefore, at base anti-capitalist (but non-socialist) rhetoric 1s concerned merely
with defending a past old order from the change brought by the rise of capitalism 1n all
social and economic relations. Socialism 1s, however, concerned with building a new
soclety based upon new 1deas concerning the nature of social and economic relations. It
1s this crucial difference which reveals the accuracy of viewing the brand of fascist
‘socialism’ espoused by the political ideology of the BUF as a fascistic revision of
socialism rather than a mere variant of non-socialist anti-capitalist rhetoric, as it has
tended to be in classical interpretations of Mosley’s movement.

This revision of socialism is concerned with the role of the nation in the assault
upon capitalism and how the concepts of equality, liberty and freedom are to be
reconceived within a organic conception of nation and society. However, the genuiné
desire to sweep away the capitalist system and replace 1t with a new socio-economic
reordering of society is still very much a central part of the fascist ‘socialist’ vision of a
new nation.

The view that fascism contained a brand of socialism was widespread in fascist
ideology. The French fascist Georges Valois, for example, defined fascism by using the
equation 'nationalism + socialism = fascism.'> Many fascist ideologues, despite a
professed hostility to Marxism, still claimed that fascism was a form of socialism - a
'national' socialism. The consideration and investigation of such claims have often been
overlooked in much of the literature on fascism, instead its socialistic aspects have been

conveniently ignored, an oversight this thesis seeks to redress.

15Sternhell. Z.. 'Fascist Idcology' in Lacqueur, W.. (¢d.) FFascism: A Readers Guide (Harmondsworth.
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It must of course be noted that this socialist strand is only one strand of several
within fascist 'thought' and is by no means the most dominant. The 'socialist' strand 1n
Mosley fascism's political ideology this thesis seeks to explore i1s not socialist 1n a
‘conventional' sense of the term. It is a quasi form of socialism, a potential travesty of
the original concept of socialism. What this thesis examines is the conception of
socialism which the BUF (or at least a large section of 1t) adhered to and which led them
to consider themselves to be the advocates of the 'true' socialism, that is 'national’
socialism. The chief ideological development which distinguishes the fascist heretic from
its humanistic brother is the fact that fascist 'socialism' replaces the working-class with
the concept of the natton as the focus of, and vehicle for, its revolutionary assault upon
capitalism. An assault carried out not in the name of one class but of one, united nation
as capitalism was opposed by fascism because its inherent economic philosophy,
practice and internationalism threatened the unity and identity of the nation. From a
liberal or socialist perspective such 'ideological ball juggling' may seem like arrant
nonsense, but it should be remembered that as one commentator suggests: 'the history
of ideas tolerates no general law suggesting that either influence or conscious
sophistication stands directly proportionate to worth...prevalent error may be not
infrequently more accurately representative of an age than ultimately more profitable
ideas.''¢ Thus the potential for even 'sophisticated' minds from the left to be swayed by
the idea of a synthesis of nationalism and socialism which would lead to 'true' socialism
clearly exists.

The fascist conception of socialism, as portrayed in both fascist ideology and
propaganda, represents a prominent theme in fascist thought, as well as being of central
importance when examining the fascist courtship of the working-class, a theme

examined 1n this thesis.

Fascism

A clear definition of what 1s meant by fascism in the context of this thesis i1s
crucial for two reasons. Firstly, as there 1s probably no more debased or contentious
word in the political dictionary than fascism, a situation which has left it severely
compromised 1n 1ts value as an analytical tool for political scientists and historians, any
scholarly work concerned with an area within the scope of fascist studies should start
with a clear elucidation of the particular methodological approach to fascism it intends
to take. Secondly, as part of this thesis's remit 1s to act as a case study of Mosley
fascism to highlight the accuracy of these generic theories and ascertain their heuristic
usefulness as academic tools, it would seem appropriate to outline the respective
generic theories of fascism in the introduction to the main body of the thesis.

I16Biddiss. M.. The Age of the MMasses (Harmondsworth, 1977) p.20.
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The work of the generic theorists of fascism to be used in the thesis, Griffin,
Sternhell, Eatwell and Payne, belong to the same 'school' of historical thought when
considering their views on fascist ideology. Historical opinion on fascist ideology can
roughly be divided into three main schools of thought: firstly, the one to which Griffin,
Sternhell, Eatwell and Payne belong,17 which takes fascism seriously as a political
ideology treating 1t as a specific type of political creed on a par with liberalism or
socialism (although it must be borne in mind that within this 'school' of thought there is
much divergence of opinion); secondly, the Marxist school of thought which views
fascism as a product of capitalism in the death throes of its own terminal decline; thirdly,
a particularly strong school of historical thought which has tended to dismiss fascism as
a genuine political ideology. |

The latter two schools share the common belief that fascism lacked, and indeed
still lacks, any clear ideological basis other than nihilistic violence and cynical political
opportunism and that to concentrate on fascism's ideology, when fascism is without any
major theorists like Locke or Marx, is to artificially impose an intellectual coherence
upon ‘an ill-sorted hodge-podge of ideas'!® which comprise the ideological fallacy which
1s, tor them, fascism. The imbuing of fascism with an artificial intellectual coherency is
considered particularly perverse, for these schools of thought, as fascism denounced
party-political programmes, celebrated violence, irrational values and the superiority of
action over thought. Thus to take fascist ideology seriously is deemed to risk neglecting
the enormous human suffering caused by the translation of turgid fascist ideas into
action and political reality. In short social scientists and historians who take fascist
1deology seriously 'have constructed a unitary ideology of 'fascism' which at best is a
retrospective creation and at worst no more than an arbitrary construct.'®

However for the school of thought to which Griffin es a/ belonged fascism
represents a genuine ideological attempt to find an alternative to communism,
conservatism, liberalism and capitalism. It is for them a 'mew' ideology aimed at
co-ordinating ‘all the energies of the nation, including conservative and capitalist ones,
in a radically new type of society, characterised by new political, economic and cultural
structures and a new ethos'.?? Griftin defends taking fascism seriously at the level of
ideological intent by suggesting that:

I7Tn his latest work Griffin identifics this particular 'school’ of historical thought as the source of what
he claims to be an ecmerging new consensus on the nature of fascism within fascist studies. A belief not
necessarily shared by all academics working in this particular ficld. Sce Griffin, R.. International
[ascism: Theories, Causes and the New Consensus (London, 1998).
E8Trevor-Roper, H.. 'The Phenomenon of Fascism' in Woolf, S.. (ed.) European Fascism (London, 1970)
p.19.
19Conway. M.. 'The Extreme Right in Inter-War Francophone Belgium: Explanations of a Failure',
Journal of Contemporary History, 26 (1996) p.2068.

“20Griffin, R.. The Natire of Fascisin (London, 1991) p.48.
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"No matter how gratuitously destructive its goals and methods appear...and how many of
1ts recruits are motivated by cynical or base motives, the commitment of a significant
percentage of fascist activists is intenscly idealistic, rooted as i1t is 1n a profound urge to
transcend the cxisting state of socicty and find a radical cure to the alleged cvils which
afflict it. Onc of the cultural preconditions for fascism may be a diffuse sense of cultural
pessimism or 'despair', but only in the sensc that it encourages fascists to believe their
movement is a panacca to the ills of the age, tackling the underlying causcs of the decay
of healthy values through the crcation of radically new type of national order led by a
heroic elite. Fascism thus embodies a manic charge of cultural optimism." 21

If it is thus accepted that there are various levels of commitment to an ideology,
then the closer to a movement's activist core one is, the greater the intellectually luctdity
with which the core ideas of that ideology will be expressed, while the closer one is to
its less committed 'edges', the more simplistic and propagandistic its message becomes.
So in the case of fascism, as in all ideologies, its ideas will be expressed in varying
degrees of sophistication or simplification. Thus by concentrating on an tdeology's core
ideas, although an accurate picture may be created of that ideology's 'true' aims, the
picture can appear over-sophisticated when compared to many of the activities carried

out 1n that i1deology's name.

Roger Griffin

Arguably the premier theorist of generic fascism, at the cutting edge of the
'assault’ upon the classical 'vast system of bestial, nordic, nonsense'?? view of fascist
ideology and in the case of this thesis the producer of the most useful methodological
tool, is Roger Griffin. For these reasons it 1s to Gniffin's theory I will turn first.

The basis for Griffin's definition of fascism is the desire for regeneration. Laying
at the core of fascist ideology, for Griffin, is a desire to create 'a new national -
community through the radical overhaul of existing political, economic, 1deological and
social structures'.?3 From this perspective fascism differs from other political
manifestations of the right in that it seeks the total transformation of the status quo and
is thus not just anti-parliamentarian or anti-Marxist , but also anti-conservative. Fascism
is thus always keen to present itself as a third way between capitalism and Marxism.

Griffin succinctly defines fascism as:

'A genus of political ideology whose mythic core in its various permutations 1S a
palingenetic form of populist ultra-nationalism.'#*

For Griffin fascism, in common with other political ideologies, 1s driven by a
certain vision or myth of the ideal society which each ideology seeks to create. This
vision acts as the inspirational force which mobilises an ideology's activists in the desire

2libid.. p.47.

22Trevor-Roper, H.R.. The Last Davs of Hitler (London. 1968) p.55.
23Griffin, The Nature. p.117.

Zibid..pdL. T T
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for, and drive towards their ideal society. The mythic vision or core of fascism, in
Griffin's definition, 1s the desire for regeneration, or palingenesis.

As a political myth palingenesis (literally rebirth or renewal) refers to the vision

of a radically new beginning which follows a period of destruction or perceived
dissolution. From a fascist viewpoint it refers to the conviction that a process of national
rebirth or regeneration has become essential if a prolonged period of national decline,
caused by a period of social and cultural decadence which has undermined national unity
and national culture, is to be arrested and the nation is to be reborn anew: healthier,
stronger and united as an organic whole.
, In this context what is meant by decadence and conceived by fascism as
decadent are, for fascists, the degenerate and bankrupt ideas of conservatism, liberalism
and socialism which play host to the decadent forces of individualism, materialism,
class-conflict, military weakness, the loss of racial vitality, moral anarchy,
internationalism, the parasitism of the traditional elites and cosmopolitanism. All of
which undermine the health and unity of the nation and the national community. The
perceived national community, which fascism believes it belongs to and serves, 1s
deemed 1n need of a strong state to protect it from the 'anarchic' forces of decadence, if
the nation's distinctive culture and unity 1s to be preserved and a sense of uniqueness
and common destiny amongst all the ethnic members of that particular nation is to be
generated and thus the nation, reunited and healthy, will once again be able to fulfil its
historical destiny. This means that fascism i1s inevitably chauvinistic, xenophobic and
racist.

It 1s worth noting at this point that the virulence or object of fascist racism will
vary from country to country depending on the prior existence of a tradition of
xenophobic obsessions and racial persecution within a particular national culture. The
racism exhibited by a fascist movement will reflect the cultural environment in which it
develops, incorporating as an integral part of its palingenetic vision, and as an
instrument of mass-mobilisation, existing prejudices. An example of this would be the
difterence between Nazism and Italian fascism regarding anti-Semitism. Whereas
Nazism contamed a extremely virulent strand of anti-Semitism, fascism in Italy until
1938 totally lacked such a strand and 1n fact appealed to the Jewish population in Italy
to such an extent that the percentage of Jews in the Fascist movement, both at the
moment of Mussolini's seizure of power and during much of its period as a regime,
exceeded the percentage of Jews in the Italian population at large.

Returning once more to Gnflin's palingenetic fascist ideal type, or definitional
minimum, nattonalism 1s an i1deology whose eftective driving force is the sense of
belonging to and serving a perceived national conimunity, the nationalism espoused by
fascism is an extreme form of this - ultra-nationalism. Within ultra-nationalism the
intensity of the feeling of belonging to one's homeland and people expresses itself in a

desire to generate a sense of uniqueness and common destiny amongst all the ethnic
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members of the particular nation. This particular strand of nationalism 1s linked to the
populism referred to in the definition. Populism here refers to the belief in the need tor
and desire to embrace all members of the national/ethnic community as, for fascists, the
nation is viewed as an organic whole. That is the nation is seen as the highest racial,
historical, spiritual and organic entity within humanity, membership of the national
community being the only true bond between one man and another. Thus if a nation fatls
to integrate all its members within itself and within a common sense of purpose, the
nation is no longer an organic whole and thus incapable of fulfilling its historic destiny
and potential. Thus all fascist movements aim to mobilise the entire nation.
| As Griffin's generic theory of fascism is based upon (as it should be being by
definition an ideal type construct) fascism's core vehicular vision and accompanying
beliefs, the theory not only allows for but predicts the considerable heterogeneity and
complexity that fascism exhibits in its various manifestations from nation to nation at the
level of specific content and surface rationale. This variety in surface content from one
fascist manifestation to the next has caused much of the confusion surrounding the
attempts to create a fascist definitional minimum. This characteristic surface
heterogeneity is due to fascism being essentially a nationalistic creed and thus each
individual fascist growth reflects the national culture in which it germinates, grows,
flourishes or dies. Thus in the way that each nation i1s unique, each fascism 1s unique 1In
terms of the immediate problems it perceives and national myths of historical mission it
champtons and feeds offt.

This surface heterogeneity 1s also the 'product' of the eclectic nature of fascist
ideology, whose mythic core of palingenetic ultra-nationalism lent itself to many
different interpretations and visions of how national renewal was to be achieved. Hence

Griffin's comment upon Italian Fascism that:

"Given this pluralism, so strikingly at odds with the monolithic uniformity of what is
generally 1magined to constitute totalitartantsm, it is not surprising if the legion attempts
by cnthusiastic Fascist intellectuals to formulatc Fascist doctrines on a vast range of
political, social, cultural, economic, and philosophical issues produced a welter of
conflicting i1deas...Fascism 1s best approached ideologically as a lose alliance of schemes
for national renewal."23

This comment applies to all fascist phenomena and has clear resonances for this
thests and 1ts subject of a single thread within the tapestry of Mosley fascism.

The theory Griffin has produced is an extremely compelling one. Indeed it is the
principal one this thests, in many ways, adopts for its purposes of investigating the
left-wing roots of the political ideology of the BUF. So, particularly in the light of this

fact 1t is important to perhaps briefly consider at this point some of the potential

-l e

-__25Gril‘ﬁn.-R‘.-, Frascism (Oxford. 1995) p.18.
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weaknesses of Griffin’s theory, both generally and in specific relation to its application

to Mosley fascism.
There are four areas of possible weakness in Griffin’s work. Firstly, the central

focus upon ‘palingenesis’ is not without potential pitfalls. Secondly, Griffin’s use of the
term ‘populism’ in relation to fascism is problematic. Thirdly, the complete absence of
any reference to the economic dimension within fascist ideological thinking and writing
weakens the theory’s universal applicability to all fascist manifestations. Fourthly, the
emphasis upon myths is a further potential problem.

Griffin’s focus upon °‘palingenesis’ as the central tenet of his defimtional
minimum is in some respects a quite ingenuous intellectual development. However, the
problems it creates for his generic theory are potentially threefold. Firstly, the idea of
rebirth, a recurrent theme in many cultures, particularly western culture, 1s a
philosophically banal concept. This banality does seem slightly out of place at the centre
of a generic theory which places considerable importance upon the serious nature of
fascist ideology. Secondly, the idea of ‘rebirth’ is clearly present in many right-wing
individuals, movements and regimes which were not truly fascist (especially if judged by
Griffin’s ‘fascist minimum’). Thirdly, the focus upon ‘palingenesis’ does risk confusing
the division within fascism between ideology and propaganda. The use of palingenetic
imagery by fascists was often for the purposes of creating the impresston of legitimacy
and famiharity with a particular target audience. Further to this, the idea of ‘rebirth’
allowed fascist propaganda to confuse the i1ssue of whether fascism truly sought the
establishment of a revolutionary new socio-economic ordering of society or simply
wished for the restoration of a previously lost old order.

Gniftin’s use of the term ‘populism’ in relation to fascism is equally with its
potential problems. ‘Populism’ 1s a potentially elusive term to define. If it i1s taken to
mean the celebration of a particular “way of life” epitomised by one particular group in
society - such as the ‘working man’ - then there is a potential problem with its
application to fascism. This 1s because fascism, particular as Griffin defines it, was intent
upon creating a new society, a ‘new’ man and a new form of civic and social culture and
therefore 1ts ‘championing’ of an aspect of a culture 1t hoped to ‘sweep’ away in its
‘phoenix-like’ rebirth of the nation 1s potentially an uneasy ‘companion’ of such an
aspiration. If ‘populism’ 1s taken to mean the use of ideas which have a certain
popularity with the masses 1n order to gain their support then there is a further potential
problem with its application to fascism. This is because fascism has tended to seek to
lead the masses rather than follow them (many fascists indeed have quite openly
despised the masses) in an attempt to simply use them for the purposes of building a
vehicle (a mass movement) with which to attempt to force their way into power.
Furthermore fascism has tended to attempt to ‘nationalise the masses’ rather than

celebrate their virtues and i1deas.
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The complete absence of any reference to the economic dimension within fascist
ideological thinking and writing weakens the universal applicability to all fascist
manifestations of Griffin’s theory. This is of particular importance and relevance to the
topic of this thesis because it 1s fascists such as Mosley and fascisms such as the BUF
who show that fascism clearly can produce coherent and lucid economic programmes
for reform, reorganisation and revolutionary change in the nature of economic
management. For manifestations of fascism such as Mosley fascism the economy was
central to their thinking and their plans for the radical overhaul of the existing
socio-economic order. For this thesis’s investigation of the influence of socialist 1deas
over the political 1deology of the BUF, the BUF’s 1deas and considerations over
economic matters will form a central tenet of its argument concerning the seriousness of
its 1ideas and the clear existence of socialist influence over them. Therefore this is for this
thesis the greatest weakness in Gnftin’s work.

Although that 1s not to say that such economic formulations and proposals are
universal of all fascist manifestations and consequently an economic dimension is an
essential perquisite of any ‘fascist minimum’. It simply means that any ‘fascist minimum’
should be able to predict this potential for fascisms to produce coherent ideas
considering economic issues.

In examining the ‘rational-radical’ ethos within the BUF, as personified by what
the thesis terms the fascist ‘socialism’ espoused by the BUF’s political ideology, this
thesis 1s confronted with one further problem with Gniffin’s generic theory. This is the
emphasis placed upon myths by Griftin in his palingenetic definitional minimum. Such an
emphasis upon the mythical, and therefore irrational, side of fascism clearly runs the risk
of playing down the rational side of fascism (such as the economic dimension in fascist
thought which has just been discussed) which is the primary focus of this thesis. Fascism
~did have very strong tendencies within 1t which had very clear concerns centred uponr
the desire to develop concrete fascist doctrine about socio-economic organization. The
BUF’s 1deas and literature concerning the corporate state represents an excellent
example of this tendency. The authors of such fascist ideas, such as Mosley and
Alexander Raven Thomson, were also strongly influenced by conservative revolutionary
ideas, with strong mythic notions about race and nation, but this does not deny the clear
influence upon their thought of a left-wing inspired ‘rational-radical’ ethos concerned
primarily with the economtc and political spheres. It should also be remembered that
much ‘conservative revolutionary’ thinking whilst saturated in mythic concepts
considered itselt deeply scientific (and therefore quite rational). A prime example of this
is fascist views and ideas concerning race.

However despite these four areas of weakness in Griffin's work, his theory still
works well as an ideal type, that is for the academic purpose of the categorisation and
explanation of social, economic and political phenomena, or more simply what is and

what is not a particular phenomenon, in this case what is and what is not fascist. This



16

theory, not surprisingly clearly labels the BUF as fascist, but more importantly reveals
the potentiality within fascism to contain a number of different i1deological threads,
including a socialist one. This palingenetic theory represents an initial illumination upon
the road travelled between socialism and fascism by the BUF's brand of fascist

'socialism'.

Zeev Sternhell

Whilst Griffin 1s perhaps the premier theorist of the concept of generic fascism,
any serious study of the BUF's political' ideology needs to apply Sternhell's generic
theory of fascism to the area of study covered. There are two reasons for this. Firstly,
because Sternhell himself, through the 'lens' of his theory, views the BUF as an
archetypal fascist movement in terms of the brand of fascist ideology it exhibited, and
views Oswald Mosley as an archetypal fascist ideologue and leader. In the various
articles and books where Sternhell has elaborated his generic theory of fascism,26 he has
consistently used the example of the BUF and Mosley to illustrate certain key points of
his theory. This is quite an interesting fact as Sternhell's main work has been upon French
fascism rather than specifically generic theories of fascism or Mosley's BUF, and yet
Mosley fascism clearly fits Sternhell's theory. Secondly, because Sternhell's work is very
much at the 'cutting-edge' of fascist studies,?” if the BUF is to be placed correctly in its
'generic’ context and the key points of its ideological makeup brought into sharper focus,
in terms of those aspects which make it a fascist movement and those which make it a
uniquely' British affair, then the historian of British fascism should at some point
examine the BUF through the interpretative framework of Sternhell's seminal theory.

Similarly to Griffin Sternhell identifies at the heart of fascist ideology the 'desire
for reaction and regeneration that were simultaneously spiritual and physical, moral,
soctal and political’, culminating in an all encompassing 'revolt against decadence.'2®
However Sternhell's fascist definitional minimum is at base a single synthesis, at the heart
of fascist ideology, between integral, 'organic nationalism and anti-Marxist socialism'.2?
In his definition of fascism he produced for a political dictionary Sternhell elaborates

upon this suggesting that fascism was a revolutionary movement whose ideological base:

OIn particular Sternhell's, 'Fascist ideology' in Laqucur, W., (ed.) Fascism: 4 Reader's Guide
(Harmondsworth. 1979) pp.325-406, Neither Right Nor Left (Berkeley. 1986), ‘Fascism’ in Miller, D.,
(ed.) The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Political Thought (Oxford, 1987) pp.37/8 and The Birth of Fascist
Ideology (Princetown. 1994).

27A recent reviewer's comments illustrates Sternhell's importance. 'Sternhell's study [The Birth of
f-ascist Ideologv] marked by the intellectual rigour, lucidity and single-mindedness that characterize his
work as whole, helps to move us away from the more banal explanations of the fascist appeal. He
conclusively demonstrates that there was a fascist ideology which needs to be taken seriously.' Wistrich,
R., 'The Birth of Fascisw'. Times Literary Supplement, 3/6/94, p.28.

28Sternhell. 'Fascist Ideology', p.356/7.
-29Sternhell; 'Fascism'. p.148. - - -
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"Was a rejection of materialism - liberalism, democracy and Marxism being
regarded simply as different aspects of the same materialist evil. It was this
revolt against materialism which, from the beginning of the century, allowed
a convergence of anti-liberal and anti-bourgeois nationalism and a varicty of
soctalism which, while regjecting Marxism, remained revolutionary. This form
of socialism was also, by decfinition, anti-liberal and anti-bourgeois. and its
opposition to historical matenalism madc it the natural ally of radical
nationalism. The fascist synthesis symbolised the rejection of a political
culture inherited from the eighteenth century and the French Revolution, and
it aimed at laying the foundations of a new civilization. Only a new
communal and anti-individuvalistic civilization was dcemed capable of
assuring the permanence of a human collectivity in which all strata and all
classes of socicty would be perfectly integrated. and the natural framework for
such harmonious, organic collectivity was held to be the nation - a nation
cnjoying a moral unity which lhiberalism and Marxism, both agents of warfare

and disunity, could never provide."3¢

One of the most interesting and controversial aspects of Sternhell's approach is
his insistence that the left-wing roots of fascism were essential in the development of
fascism as an 'idea'.3! Sternhell 1s convinced that without taking seriously the socialist
part of the 'equation’, 'fascist ideology can hardly be understood'.32

The context within which this strand of socialism developed from Marxism to
fascism was the immense changes in the capitalist economy of Europe at the turn of the
century which caused changes in the structure of bourgeois society and the lives of the
working-class. Changes which Marxism had not expected or predicted. These changes
were basically two-fold: improvements in the standard of living and the incorporation of
the working-class via Trade Unions, political parties, universal suffrage and
parliamentarianism into the liberal democracy of bourgeois society. For this strand of
socialist thought the working-class had been effectively 'neutered' and was no longer
capable of fulfilling the revolutionary role Marxist theory had given it. Consequently the
exponents of this strand of socialist thought felt that there was no option but to 'abandon
Marxism and to replace the proletariat with the great rising force: the nation'33 as the
vehicle by which to overthrow capitalism. This process was accelerated by the First
World War and the disintegration of 'the notion of class' under its impact. Many
'socialists' became 'aware of the immense reservoirs of energy contained in the idea of the
nation',3* an idea that emerged from the trenches and the unity of national efforts to

30ibid., p.148.

31Roger Griffin recently criticised the tendency of this aspect of Sternhell's approach:

"To imply that the 'socialist' component of gencric fascism grew out of the revision of revolutionary
socialism in an anti-Marxist, anti-maternalist 'nationalist’ direction. This is simply untruc of the genesis
of a number of movements widely associated with gencric fascism, for example the British Union of
Fascists...Though all these movements sought to create an i1diosyncratic form of post-liberal 'national

socialism'. they drew predominantly on rightist brands of ultra-nationalism.”

Griffin. R., Review of Sternhell, Z.., The Birth of Fascist Ideology (Princeton, 1994). Journal of
Contemporary History, 25 (1993) p.478/9.

32Sternhell, 'Fascism'. p.148.

33ibid.. p.148.

HSternhell. ‘Fascist Idcology', p.333. .
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secure victory to embody the fundamental values of society - a unity of common purpose
based upon common heritage and destiny.

It was through this process that one arrives at the socialism which became fascist
and which had developed, in Sternhell's words, 'into a socialism for all, for the whole
collectivity - a socialism that opposes capitalism not in the name of a single class but in
the name of the entire nation'5 and which, in Griffin's words, presented 'the rejuvenation
of the national community as transcending class conflict, destroying traditional hierarchy,
expunging parasitism, rewarding all productive members of the new nation, and
harnessing the energies of capitalism and technology in a new order in which they cease
to be exploitative and enslaving'.36

This development meant that a synthesis between this form of socialism and a
particular strand of nationalism became possible. This particular strand was a radical
nationalism that 'set itself against the old world of the conservatives, against the
aristocrats and bourgeois, and against social injustice', and most importantly had an
organic view of the nation believing 'that the nation would be truly whole only when the
proletariat became an integral part of it'.37 This was because the nation was seen as the

- highest racial, historical, spiritual and organic entity within humanity, membership of the

nation being seen as the only true bond between one man and another. Thus if a nation
failed to integrate all of its members within itself and within a common sense of purpose,
then the nation would no longer be an organic whole and would thus be incapable of
fulfilling its potential and historic destiny.

Sternhell suggests that within the context of this synthesis 'nationalism and
socialism work to mutual advantage. Nationalism is to some extent fed from the social
concern, and the social concern gains considerable impetus from the enhanced value
acquired by all citizens in conditions of community euphoria.”® Thus this synthesis ‘aimed
to be the vehicle of unity and unanimity...against the capitalist citadel, against a society
fracmented into antagonistic classes, against the national decadence and the
disintegration of a whole civilization' 3 For Sternhell these two converging strands of
socialism and nationalism, and consequently fascism, were deadly serious in their
anti-capitalism because:

"Preserving the integrity of the nation and solving the social question means
destroving the dictatorship of moncy. Wild capitalism must be replaced by the
classic tools of national solidarity: a controlled economy and corporate
organization topped by a strong state, a deccision-making apparatus that
represents the victory of politics over economics. The fascist state. creator of
all political and social lifc and of all spiritual value, would of course be the
undisputed master of the cconomy and of social relations...Sciting out as it did

33Sternhell. Neither, p.271.
36Griffin, Fascism. p.o.

37Sternhell. Neither, p.271.
38Sternhell. 'Fascist Idcology'. p.377.
39Sternhell: Neither. p.272.
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to create a new civilization, a new type of human being and a totally new way
of life, fascism could not conceive of any sphere of human activity remaining
immune from intervention by the state."+¢

The First World War produced the 'final crystallization' of fascist ideology by
providing proof 'of the capacity of nationalism to mobilize the masses...[and] the
tremendous power of the modern state,*! if central economic planning was used to
mobilize the national economy and private property in the service of the nation. The war
also illustrated the individual's willingness for self-sacrifice in the service of the national
community, the superficiality of the idea of internationalism, how 'easily all strata of
society could be mobilized in the service of the state™? and the ease with which a
dictatorship could replace democracy. |

- Like Gniffin's, Sternhell's approach to fascist ideology clearly establishes the
potentialiality for fascism to have socialistically radical appeal and rhetoric. This should
perhaps be of little surprise because Kele's comments concerning Nazism, is as Griftin

and Sternhell have illustrated, appropriate for fascism, in general, as well:

"Most Nazis were committed to winning the workers for national socialism. They could
do nothing clsc. If they had spurned the support of the working class and had written it
off as lost to "international Marxism" they would have destroyed the hardest kernel of

Nazi ideology: that national socialism in power would embrace all classes within the
German Volk, "3

There are faults to be found in Sternhell's theory,* not least the minimising of its
racist and xenophobic aspects. Sternhell, for example does not, interestingly, consider
Nazism fascist, arguing that 'Nazism cannot be treated as a mere variant of fascism: [as]
its emphasis on biological determinism rules out all efforts to deal with it as such.'?
Such a weakness is particularly relevant in the case of the BUF where the ignoring of i
the 1deological and policy aspects of its anti-Semitism would seriously weaken any final
analysis of Mosley fascism. |

However the potential for Sternhell's theory to act as an interpretative academic
'tool' in any study of the fascist ideology espoused by the BUF remains. It would seem
clear that Sternhell's is a theory which provides the historian with an excellent
conceptual framework from which to begin any such investigation.

HWSternhell, 'Fascism'. p.150.

*libid.. p.149.

+2ibid.. p.149.

BKele. M.. Nazis and Workers (North Carolina. 1972) p.30.

+The previously mentioned review by Griffin of Sternhell's The Birth of Fascist Ideologyv. (Journal of
Contemporary Historv, 25 (1995) scc footnote 31). provides an excellent critique of Sternhell's theory.
Nevertheless the fact that the BUF, under Mosley's influcnce. produced some of the most lucid and
rationally argued work of any fascist movement fits in well with Sternhell's 'rational' approach.
~Sternhell; 'Fascist Ideology'. p.328.-
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Roger Eatwell

The generic theories of Stanley Payne and first Roger Eatwell will now be briefly
considered for comparison to the approach taken by Griffin and Sternhell.

Eatwell's theory*¢ 1s of interest to the student of Mosley fascism because, like
Mosley himself, Eatwell views fascism as an ideological synthesis of right and left, a
feature of his theory he obviously shares with Sternhell. However Eatwell differs in his
belief that the synthesis is more complex than a single core one, fascist ideology. being in
fact based upon a series of syntheses - or more precisely fascist ideology is
'spectral-syncretic’. The four key syntheses Eatwell 1dentifies are: firstly, between a
conservative view of man constrained by nature and the left-wing belief in the need to,
and the poésibility of, creating a 'new' man; secondly, between a commitment to science
and an anti-rationalist and vitalistic belief in the power of the 'will'; thirdly, between the
faith and service of Christianity and the heroism of Classical thought; and fourthly,
between a belief in private property, from the right, and a belief in welfarism, from the
lefi.

Whilst undoubtedly an accurate summation, Eatwell has produced in two
subsequent pieces of work a slightly less complex definitiont? based upon a similar
understanding of the 1deological syncretic driving force behind fascism, which allows for
easier methodological handling as a tool for historical analysis.

This simplified version 1s based upon the two fascist ideas concerning
community and socio-economic policy. For Eatwell fascism was primarily concerned
with saving the nation whether that involved rebuilding 1t from scattered enclaves of
ethnic pockets or sectional division, or reviving it from its decline into torpor and
decadence (Eatwell's equivalent of palingenetic myth). The fascist concept of the nation
differed from other currents of rnight-wing thinking in that it sought to overcome all
internal national divisions and forge a shared national conscience and sense of purpose.
Eatwell terms this view of the nation as holistic (his equivalent of the organic
conception of the nation). So not only did fascism seek national revival and
reintegration at the historical and political level but 1n also seeking the integration of all
ethnic members into the national community, sought it at the socto-economic level.
Consequently fascism sought to launch a social revolution which was neither right nor
left, capitalist nor communist but a third way between the two. Eatwell is keen to stress
the fact that this third way between right and left does not mean that fascism is a form
of centrism or conservatism, but a brand of radical politics.

Consequently Eatwell succinctly views and defines fascism as:

s =i ——— S —

10Sec Roger Eatwell's 'Towards a New Model of Generic Fascism', Journal of Theoretical Politics, 4
(1992) pp.161-94 and “Fascism’ in Eatwell, R. & Wright, A., (cds) Contemporary Political Ideologies
(London. 1993) pp.169-91.

47Sec Roger Eatwell's Fascism: A History (London. 1996) Chapter 1 and 'On Defining the 'Fascist
“Minimum': The Centrality of Idcology'. Journal of Political Ideologies, 1 (1996) p.303-19.
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"an idcology that strives to forge social rebirth based upon a holistic-national radical
Third Way, though in practice fascism has tended to stress style, especially action and the
charismatic lecader, more than detailed programme, and to cngage in a Manichean
demonisation of its enemics. "+

Eatwell's generic theory covers much of the same ground as Gnflin's and
Sternhell's, reinforcing much of their respective theories. All three clearly view fascism
as eclectic, and inspired by a broad range of political beliefs, whilst desiring collectivist
style solutions to politico-cultural and socio-economic problems in a national context.
This is of obvious value to the approach taken by, and subject area of, this thesis. Even
Eatwell's reservations about detailed programmes and the stress upon action over
ideology could be argued are reflected in the BUF. This identification of style 1s a

common element shared between Eatwell and Payne.

Stanley Payne
Stanley Payne's approach to the construction of a generic theory fascism 1s

worthy of comparative note due to his differihg approach.?? Payne adopts a typological
style in his definition of fascism. This basically consists of a checklist, against which the
features of any particular movement can be 'ticked off', and thus its relationship to
oeneric fascism ascertained. This checklist falls into three parts. The first refers to fascist
negations, namely, liberalism, communism and conservatism. The second examines
fascism's ideology and goals, namely the creation of a new authoritarian nationalist state
which oversees a fully integrated organic nation at both the historical, pohtico-cultural
and socio-econiomic levels, and which pursues an aggressive foreign policy. The third
part considers fascism's style and organization, namely the use of violence and
paramilitary formations, the ritualistic style of its supporters' behaviour, the totalitarian
and charismatic nature of its leadership and its championing of youth and physical
health. Payne reduced this checklist to a one sentence definition of fascism as being: 'a
form of revolutionary ultra-nationalism for national rebirth that is based on a primarily
vitalist philosophy, i1s structured on extreme elitism, mass mobilization, and the
Siihrerprinzip, positively values violence as end as well as means and tends to normalize
war and/or the military values."°

The end product 1s a rather cumbersome analytical tool with one major strength
and one major weakness. Its major strength is that 1t correctly identifies the revolutionary
and organic nature of the nationalism espoused by fascism. Its weakness is the fact that
Payne falls for the red herring of using fascism's style of politics as a basic denominator

in his definitional minimum. This is arguably a mistake for the reasons already outlined in

8Eatwell, 'On Defining’, p.313.
YPavne, S.. A History of Fascism 1914-45 (London, 1995) p.7.
-SOibid.. pAd o » e
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- the section pertaining to ideology. Fascism's style of politics, an obsession with
militaristic, grandiose and umformed displays, 1s merely a reflection of fascism's core
ideological drive and desire for an integral, united, indeed 'uniform', nation. Fascism's
quasi-militaristic style of politics was not, as so often mistakenly claimed, a defining
element of fascism but a simple reflection of its ideological basis because as Sternhell

correctly observes:

"fascism was a vision of a coherent and reunited pcople, and it was for this reason that it
placed such cmphasis on march-pasts, parades and uniforms, on a whole communal
liturgy where deliberation and discussion were supplanted by songs and torches. by the
cult of physical strength, violence and brutality.">!

So whilst Payne's theory 1s perhaps the weakest of the four I have considered it
still, in common with the theories of Griffin, Sternhell and Eatwell, clearly reveals
fasctsm's diverse 1deological roots and its potentiality for containing a clear and coherent

socialist strand within any particular fascist ideological manifestation.

The theories also reveal Mosley and the BUF to be archetypél fascist ideologue
and movement. This should be of no surprise as the BUF was never anything other than
a political movement and never a regime. Consequently its ideological core ideas are not
obscured by the realities of any period of power.’2 However it is interesting to note that
both Eatwell and Payne have subtly adapted their definitions to include aspects of
Griffin's palingenetic mythic core 1dea.

There are two principal underlying methodological themes I will derive from the
above generic theories to examine and determine the nature of the BUF's brand of
'socialism’. These methodological approaches will help 'shape' and 'form' the thesis's
assault upon the body of thought reluctant to accept the facts that fascism was both a
genuine political ideology and that fascist ideology contained distinct left-wing roots.

These two underlying methodological themes are: firstly, the application of the
aspect of Sternhell's generic theory of fascism which may be termed 'socialist
disillusionment with socialism' (that 1s reformist socialism's compromise with
parliamentarianism and capitalism) to the British context and the case of the BUF; and
secondly, the application of Griffin's palingenetic theory, and its contained 'loss of faith
1n the present system'’ aspéct, to the British context and the case of the BUF in order to
enhance the explanation of why former (travestic) socialists adopted fascism as their

political creed and cause, and why this left-wing brand of fascism (fascist 'socialism') is
still fascist generically. The two will be combined to help illustrate that the core to any
socialist to fascist development 1s that the all-pervading desire for a new socio-economic
ordering of the nation is held simultaneously with the loss of faith in the ability of 'pure’

SISternhell. 'Fascism', p.150.
-32G¢e footnote 10 - -
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- socialism (which has 'sold-out' to reformist parliamentarianism) to achieve such a goal.
This ideological position thus leaves this strand of leftist thought, and the individuals
who held such views, susceptible to the lure of 'regenerative ultra-nationalism’ as the
only means by which to achieve a new social and economic ordering of society. It will
be argued that this is the case within the BUF. Further to this the question of why
fascism and not communism was chosen by these individuals will also be highlighted 1n
the developing course of the thesis.

Thus in eftect the generic theory of fascism adopted in this thesis will be a hybrid
version of Griffin's and Sternhell's. This adapted syncretic version using Sternhell to
indicate the negative reasons for the turn to fascism (disillusionment) and Griffin to
indicate the positive ones, whether left-wing (social, economic and political (action)

renewal) or right-wing (cultural, spiritual and political (leadership) renewal).

The Historical Context

Before turning to the main body of the study it is necessary to set the thesis in its
historical context. Initially a brief overview of the BUF's history will be outlined, then the
importance of a series of key historical phenomena (which helped to shape and create the
unique environment of the inter-war period in Britain) to the environment in which the
BUF lived and died will be highlighted, before finally the interpretations, of relevance to
this thesis, held of Mosley fascism by historians and social scientists will be reviewed.

These key historical phenomena are the impact of the First World War, the 'great
depression’, the rise of fascism on the continent and the failure of the first two Labour
governments to bring about socialism and contemporary racism.

The primary object of doing this is to ensure particular attention will be paid to
placing the BUF in its particular historical context, ensuring that the particular social,
economic, political and cultural environment in which it was incubated, germinated,
arew, withered and died is well illuminated. The movement's fortunes will be related to
the 'shifting sands' of the historical landscape which surrounded it. This process will
obviously occur in the natural process of the writing of the thesis, but an imtial
highlighting of the 'historical context' in the introduction will give this process a secure
foundation.

This will ensure that the picture of Mosley fascism this thesis will paint will seek
to explain the phenomenon with reference first to the values and social norms of the
inter-war period rather than a superimposed set of values from the 1990s. The object of
this not being to 'justify’ but to correctly understand the causes and reasons behind the
actions of the individuals who are the subject of this study, by 'painting' their historical
backcloth. This is of central importance because historical context is everything, a point
-~ illustrated by the fact that such a contemporary, basic, British, 1990s human right as the
'vote' was not extended to women until the 1920s (under a split franchise).
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The History of the BUF
The British Union of Fascists was launched in October 1932 from the ashes of
the ill-fated New Party and the minuscule British Fascists grouplet. This launch was
accompanied with the publication of Mosley's The Greater Britain, the central text of
Mosley fascism, circa 1930s, describing the raison d'éfre for, political intent of and

political programme of the BUF.
The movement grew steadily over the next year, to a membership of around

10,000 to 15,000, before enjoying a surge of support to reach a peak membership of
50,000 in the summer of 1934. The cause of this surge in support was the decision of the
press baron Lord Rothermere to use his newspapers, in particular the Daily Mail, to
back the BUF in January 1934.

The BUF however suffered a double body blow 1n June 1934, as a result of which
it lost the support of both Lord Rothermere and the 'Rothermere fascists', the
consequential decline 1n 1its membership being one from which the BUF never recovered.
Firstly, there was considerable violence between Blackshirts and anti-fascists at a BUF
mass rally held at the Olympia Hall in London on June 7th. Although the blame as to
who caused the violence to flare up 1s debatable, crucially the BUF was tarnished, as a
result of the disturbances, in the public eye as a violent, paramilitary movement, a close
cousin of the fascist movements on the continent. Mosley had always been keen to stress
that the fascism was not an alien phenomenon, but in the form of the BUF was British.
However the second body blow to the BUF in June merely reinforced the image of
fascism as being lawless, violent, bloodthirsty and un-British. This second blow was the
Rohm Purge, or Night of the Long Knives, on June 30th, when the leadership of the SA,
and other potential Nazi opponents, were bloodily purged. Rightly or wrongly Mosley
was firmly ‘tarred with the same brush’ as continental fascism.

As a result of the events of June 1934 the Government sent out covert
mstructions to the mass media asking them to deny the BUF the oxygen of publicity.
Lord Rothermere, also under pressure from obviously alarmed Jewish advertisers, was
only too happy to oblige announcing his withdrawal of support for the movement.

Lord Rothermere had originally Supported the BUF not because he was a fascist
but because, holding the classic conservative view of fascism, he had hoped to use it for
his own ends as a form of right-wing pressure group to exert influence upon the National
Government. The events of June 1934 had undermined this strategy.s3

As a consequence of this loss of support with its resultant effect upon
membership, which plummeted to an eventual low of 5,000 by October 1935, the BUF
underwent a reorganisation and began to concentrate its recruitment drive in the East
End of London. The BUF’s East End éampaign was dominated by the issue of

’3For a recent consideration of the influence of the Olvmpia rally upon the BUF sce Martin Pugh's "The
British Union of Fascists and the Olvmpia Debate', The [Historical Journal, 41 (1998) pp 529-42. Pugh
-suggests that it was of-less significance than is commonh considered.
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anti-semitism, with clashes between Blackshirts and the local Jewish population and
left-wing anti-fascists becoming increasingly commonplace. The ‘Battle of Cable Street’
in 1936 is the best known of these clashes, although it was predominantly a clash
between anti-fascists and the police. This event ts popularly remembered as a great
victory over fascism, but 1ts immediate effect was in fact an increase in BUF recruitment
in east London. However the ‘Battle of Cable Street’ had the adverse effect upon the
BUF of spurring the Government into action and the passing of the Public Order Act,
which banned political uniforms and gave the police wide ranging powers to ban
demonstrations and marches. This was a direct blow against the BUF’s methods of
political activity and recruitment.

It was also in the East-End that the BUF tested itself out electorally in a small
number of elections for the London County Council in 1937. The most successful BUF
candidate won 23% of the vote in Bethnal Green, but compared to its rival on the
political extremes, the Communist Party who actually had MPs elected locally (albeit as a
result of being electorally in league with the Labour Party (LP) in the 1920s and thenas a
result of the victorious, euphoric and pro-Soviet Union atmosphere in which the 1945
general election was held) 1t was electorally minuscule.

Also in 1937, with funds from business, the membership and Italy drying up, the
BUF suftered a financial crisis which required the movement to undertake a major
reorganisation and cost cutting exercise in order to resolve it. The financial crisis, and
consequential loss of paid posts, partly led to the resignation from the BUF of two of its
leading members and speakers William Joyce and John Beckett. These resignations were
yet another -blow to the movement and part of a series of resignations from the BUF
throughout its existence, Dr Robert Forgan and A.K. Chesterton being two others. These
resignations were an indication of the internal divisions and personality clashes within the
movement which severely weakened its bid for rapid growth and reflected the autocratic
style of leadership the BUF adopted, personified in Mosley, a style which led to much
friction. The BUF’s weak position was constantly being undermined by the loss of
popular (within the movement) and committed activists such as these four.

With the mounting threat of European war 1n the late 1930s the BUF began to
increasingly concentrate upon its peace campaign which sought to ensure Britain would
not become involved in continental conflict but instead by putting ‘Britain First’ would
defend British interests only. This campaign aided the BUF’s membership recovery, to
25,000 by 1940, but little else, the outbreak of war sealing the BUF’s fate. In the
summer of 1940, against the background of a growing fear of an imminent German
invasion and a consequential fifth column scare, 747 BUF members were arrested, being
deemed a security threat to the nation, and interned. This was effectively the end for the
BUF, internment being a bitter and ironic pill to swallow for men and women who

considered themselves above all British arch-patriots.
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The ultimate reasons for the BUF’s abject failure as a political movement of any
consequence are cultural, political and economic. There was a deep-seated cultural
resistance to a political movement deemed alien and un-British, while the political space
required by any new political movement to grow and flourish simply did not exist, the
British electoral system effectively securing the loyalty of the British electorate for the
British state. The kind of severe economic crisis required to crack this politico-cultural
system enough to allow the BUF to emerge as a genuine political contender simply never

occurred in Britain on a wide enough or deep enough scale.’

Unique Historical Phenomenon:
The First World War

The First World War is of importance to a clearer understanding of Mosley
fascism for three reasons. Firstly, the massive social, economic, political, cultural and
psychological dislocative impact the war had on all its participants helped to shape the
following two decades. This held true whether those participants were nations, enduring
economic depression and the causes of an ‘inevitable’ second Great War,3> or whether
they were individuals suffering from the traumatic effects of war which resulted In,
according to one commentator, 'many individual examples of conversions to socialism or
away from religious and other orthodoxies.”® One example of such a conversion was
Mosley.
| Secondly, the First World War produced the 'final crystallization' of fascist
‘ideology by showing: the capacity of nationalism to mobilize the masses; the tremendous
power of the modern state if central economic planning was used to mobilize the national
economy and private property and harness it in the service of the nation; the individual's
willingness for self-sacrfice in the service of the national community; the superficiality of
the idea of internationalism; how easily all sections and factions within society could be
mobilized in the service of the state and the nation; and the ease with which a
dictatorship could replace democracy.. This socio-economic and politico-cultural
re-ordering of society became referred to as 'war socialism'.

Thirdly, the war inspired Mosley’s move into politics and all his political thinking.
For a complete understanding of Mosley it is essential to place at centre stage Mosley's
position as a member of the 'war-generation'. It was his desire to see the building of a
‘Land Fit for Heroes’ which led him into politics. While it was the points of contact
between the 'war-generation' and the LP (namely a desire for a new political, social and

economic order) which led to Mosley joihing it, 1t was the points of departure between

il — e S

>4For a full analvsis of the reasons for the failure of Mosley fascism sce chapter 6.
23Sce Eric Hobsbawm's The A ge of Extremes: A History of the Short Twentieth Century 1914-1991

(London. 1993).
SOManwick, A.. “The Impact of the First World War on British Socicty’. Journal of Contemporary

~Historyv, 3 (1968) p.63..
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the two (the LP's sectarianism and its inert, puritanical and unheroic political style) which
led to him leaving it and to his attempt to find a political solution in fascism. The reason
Mosley joined the LP was because he considered it at the time to be a movement of
action, radicalism and change. When he became disillusioned with the LP he sought this
movement of action, radicalism and change in fascism. Mosley's war experience also
influenced the pacifist aspect of the BUF's anti-war policy and the Peace Campaign of
the late 1930s.

The Great Depression

The economic depression helped to shape and create the unique environment of
the inter-war period in Britain in two ways. Firstly the depression produced a
socio-economic dislocation within all affected nations which cracked the edifice of
existing socio-economic and politico-cultural institutions and ties through high
unemployment and faltering economies. The result of this dislocation was the creation of
the kind of environment in which political extremism can grow. It thus created the
political and social space fascism required if it were to break onto the national political
stage.

Secondly, the depression revealed capitalism and liberal democracy to be fallible
systems, vulnerable to the ‘electric shocks’ of the global economy and incapable of
dealing with the realities of the modern world. Alternatives to capitalism based upon
strong centralised states, strong leadership and central planning gained in populanty,
particularly in the hght of Fascist Italy and Soviet Russia being seemingly immune to the
depresston. Thus a window of opportunity presented itself for fascism at the level of
ideas. Sternhell correctly suggests that:

"It was the Great Depression of 1929 that led socialists like Mosley...to take a public
stand in favour of protectionism and national exclusivism. The economic crisis turned the
socialists' gaze inwards towards the nation and towards the idea of a strong, powerful
state, efficient and authorttarian, which would be capable of ensuring order and
rcconciling the divergent intercsts within the community...[what was necded was a
government empowered 1o produce] order, authority, and dccision, according to Sir

Oswald.”>7

The Rise of Fascism
The rise of fascism on the continent produced a ‘living’ alternative to both
capitalism and ‘unpatriotic’ communism - a Third Way. It must be remembered that the
1920s and 1930s belong to a pre-Auschwitz era, the full horrors of fascism put into
practice had not yet been revealed by history. Thus fascism was admired in many
sections of British society, Mosley’s conversion to fascism being confirmed by the

favourable impression he gained of it on a tour of Italy.

il - — -

~37Sternhell. *Fascist Ideology’. p.378.
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The impact upon Mosley's political ideas of his intellectual roots also paved the
way for his eventual conversion to fascism rather than communism, following his
ultimate disillusionment with both the political system and the LP. The ideological roots
of Mosley's own rebellion against the existing political system was a reflection of the
idiosyncratic influences upon his philosophical thinking. Mosley's inspiration came not
from within the British empirical or more universal traditions, but from the tradition of
'Heroic Vitalism' and the writers Fredrick Nietzsche, George Bernard Shaw and Oswald
Spengler. The 'cult of the superman' and the disparaging of intellect without action
coincided with the charismatic Mosley's own self-image of the thought-deed man and the
saviour of his nation in its hour of greatest need. Mosley's thirst for action at almost any
cost over ideology, made him susceptible to the lure of fascism's claims to be a heroically
vitalistic movement, defying national decline and the will of history.

The Labour Party
The failure of the first ever two Labour governments to bring about socialism, in
1924 and 1929-31, resulted in much disillusionment amongst socialists. In some circles
the LP was viewed as having sold-out to capitalism and embraced the existing political
and economic system. This alleged embourgoisement of the LP led to a search for radical
alternatives to the parliamentary path to socialism by some socialists. The LP's failure
also helped to fuel the disillusionment with socialism, which led to some socialists
converting to fascism because fascism seemed to offer the radical alternative these
people sought. Obviously this search led to many socialists turning to communism, but as
Sternhell correctly points out ‘it is not by accident that British fascism was born of
well-founded reformist impatience among bona fide socialists.’>® These socialists sought
in fascism the strong central state capable of imposing economic planning upon society
and through strong leadership orchestrate a social unity which would overcome the
problems of the modern world. |

Racism
Social attitudes were vastly different sixty years ago, especially in régard to such
1Issues as race. British society was latently racist and the political left was not immune
from such attitudes. Winter, in an article highlighting the phenomenon of ‘socialist
racialism’, makes the very important point, in relationship to the fabian socialists Sidney
and Beatrice Webb, that:

“Their views on racc amply demonstrate how ineffectively their socialism provided an
antidotc to the common prejudices of their day. Indeed, their racialism may be seen as the
natural outcome both of the paternalism with which they approached the British working

*5Rlbid. 13378
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class as well as “lower races’, and of their failurc to make of the concept of equality an
integral part of their socialist position.”>?

Winter is also careful to point out that ‘the Webbs were not alone in Britain in
voicing this racialism of the left’.%9 Paternal racism was a common link between the left
and the right, while eugenics was a source of interest, in terms of its potential social
benefits, across the political spectrum. This point 1s further borne out by a recent
newspaper article which claimed that the Liberal economist John Maynard Keynes held

overtly racist views.¢!
Mosley, and his fellow fascists, were racist in at least the sense that they were a

reflection and product of a society which was latently racist. Thus, as Skidelsky correctly

points out:

"Onec point is very important to stress. Although Mosley had no previous history of
personal anti-Scmitism. like most English pcople of the time he thought about Jews in a
stercotyped wayv - and the stercotypes were unflattering. Once he found himself 1n
conflict, for the first time, with actual Jews, the stercotypes were activated: as a result, he
responded to Jewish acts with surplus hostilityv. On the onc hand, he saw East London
Jews as unpleasant foreigners, with no right to interfere in 'British' business. On the other
hand. he was predisposed to believe the anti-Semitic myth of a Jewish financial power
which held governments in thrall."¢2

It was thus easy for Mosley and other socialists, without any previous history of
racism (or more precisely in the case of the BUF anti-Semitism), to develop a form of
racism as a result of this social 'context’. Mosley's latent racism was further exacerbated
by his chauvinistic belief in Britain's imperial and civilizing mission, which whilst
recognizing the racially diverse nature of Britain's imperial destiny 'also came to uphold a
narrowly racist and anti-Semitic concept of British citizenship',63a belief which Mosley

held with vast swathes of the non-fascist British population.

The Academic Historical Context of the Thesis:
General Interpretations of the BUF

This is a brief review of the general academic opinion upon the BUF which is of
relevance to this thesis.

Robert Skidelsky, Mosley’s autobiographer, i1s of constderable interest because he
considered that 1t was 'Mosley's refusal to choose between left and right in a situation of
mounting social crisis' which led to his drift to fascism. Mosley sought a political vehicle
through which to unite the nation in a 'mission' of 'regeneration' which would achieve
Mosley’s dream of building a ‘Land Fit for Heroes.’¢4 This was a dream which Skidelsky

>2Winter, J.. *The Webbs and the non-white world: a case of socialist racialism’. Journal of
Comtemporary IHistory, 9 (1974) p.192.

Oibid.. p.191.

61See The Guardian (31/1/97) p.1.

62Skidelsky. R.. Oswald Moslev (London, 1975). all quotes from the 1990 edition, p.390.
O3Griffin. Fascism. p.172.

64Skidelsky. Mosley. p.312.
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believes Mosley remained faithful to in his thought and actions throughout his political
life because, for Skidelsky, 'Oswald Mosley saw his mission in politics as to create a
policy and political framework capable of expressing the ideals of the war generation®
which were to make sure 'that war must never happen again, that we must build a better
land for our companions who still lived, that we must conceive a nobler world in memory
of those who died.'s¢ Skidelsky identifies as the socialist aspect of Mosley’s dream
Mosley's belief 'that an unmanaged capitalist economy was bound to collapse nto
depression; he rejected the individualist mode of economics for the ideal of social
harmony he had found in the First World War, and which he tried to recreate through the
reconciliﬁg notion of the 'corporate state'.'o”

David Lewis makes three very interesting observations concerning the BUF.
Firstly, Lewis views fascism, and thus the BUF, as an extremism of the centre, the BUF
being 'conceived as the result of an attempt by Mosley to appeal to the political centre'o®
and the regime Mosley sought to build being 'controlled by the sectional interests of
neither right nor left, but based upon a common desire to reconstruct the ailing British
economy.'®? Secondly, Lewis believes that fascism's intrinsic strength was its 'appeal to a
national consensus based upon a classless spiritual and patriotic unity,'® but its
consequential 'position at the centre of the political spectrum meant that [although] 1t had
a vast breadth of potential appeal, to both right and left', it led to internal ideological
contradictions, the result of 'attempting to synthesise demands, which were in essence
incompatible.’?! Thirdly, Lewis, interestingly, does not consider fascism alien to Britain
because although 'both as a movement and as an ideology fascism incorporated aspects
of its style from abroad’ it nevertheless ‘developed from British roots to fulfil British
needs.'’2

For Richard Thurlow Mosley, a man of considerable intellect, was 'woefully
misused in British fascism...his self-imposed political 1solation mean[ing] that the cause
of economic and political radicalism was seriously weakened.'”? Thurlow highlights
Mosley’s genuine desire for 'a revolutionary transformation of the political system', 7 a
desire mapped out by the 'revolutionary economic and political programme of 7/e
Greater Britain' which would 'revolutionize the social fabric of the nation.'’> This

conviction Mosley held, that a revolutionary overhaul of Britain was necessary,

il

65Skidelsky, R.. 'Great Britain' in Fascism in Europe (London. 1981) p.281.
00Moslev. My Life, p.71.
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631 ewis, D., Illusions of Grandeur (Manchester, 1987) p.237.
69ibid.. p.258.
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economically, politically, culturally and socially, if the inevitable decline and collapse of
Britain was to be averted, inspired all his political actions, the BUF being ‘at base an
attempt to defy the trend of history, a 'mutiny against destiny."76 |

A recent thesis concerning the BUF in east London, written by Thomas Linehan,
1s worthy of note as it provides further evidence of the strength and importance of the
strand of fascist 'socialism' within the BUF, particularly in terms of ideology and its
appeal to working-class fascist recruits. Linehan concluded from his research that the
BUF in east London and south-west Essex 'assumed a number of diverse and

contradictory ideological and political forms'”7 and:

"With regard to wider theoretical questions concerning the nature of fascism and the
idcological complexion of Mosley fascism in particular, the evidence with regard to
fascism 1n east London and south-west Essex has highlighted the diverse, pluralistic and
contradictory character of the phenomenon, suggesting that not just national, but local
developmental patterns, characteristics and circumstances tended to shape the idcological
texture of fascism and fascist movements."’8

An important strand within this ideological plurality was fascist 'socialism'.
Linehan considered the BUF in Stepney to be ideologically a:

“Form of proletarian egalitarian 'revolutionary fascism' [which] represented the most
forceful example of that ideological current within local Moslev fascism [and] which
viewed itself as the authentic legitimate heir to the "British Socialism" of Keir Hardic and
the carly socialists. Stepnev fascism also embodied a belief, cmbraced by many voung
local workers in particular, that Mosley fascism represented a more virile activist form of
revolutionary politics than could be found in the local Labour movement," 79

Linehan believes that there was a 'strong radical or socialist current' within the
BUF 'which appealed to many east London workers' as a result of the fact that 'the BUF's
- championing of the 'virtuous' and organic 'producers state' of the people in a struggle for
supremacy with the invisible hand of ‘'predatory' laissez-faire capital had strong
ideological roots within the British proletariat. It was a powerful and recurring theme in
the history of proletartan radicalism since the Chartists.'80
Linehan's findings clearly reveal the 'BUF's ability to combine a radical programme
of social change with aggressive patriotism' and still be perceived by many of its
grassroots membership and support as a 'radical socialist' and 'revolutionary socialist’
movement.8! One former BUF member claimed that this socialism was 'what actually got
me first interested.®? Another former member made the typical statement that 'it would

70jbid.. p.150.

7TLinchan. T., 'The British Union of Fascists' (PhD thesis. University of London. 1992) p.3.
73bid.. p.498.
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have been as easy to have joined the Communist Party...you could have gone one way or
the other.'s3

However it 1s important to note that Linehan's interpretation of the motivational

and 1deological characteristics of the local membership is couched in typically
‘conservative revolutionary' language:

"It 1s at this level, the 1deca of Moslcy fascism as a revolt against "impending decay”. the

mecmbers' belief that they were participating in a unique, all embracing. emotional.
cultural and aesthetic experience invested with an heroic, spiritual and utopian

dimension, that we begin to understand the motivational and idcological characteristics
of the local membership."¢? |

A thesis by Stephen Cullen also suggested that patriotic and social concerns drew
people into the BUF, with the East End Blackshirt in particular 'being representative of a
strongly national socialist, or a British socialist, strand.'s>

Zeev Sternhell often uses the BUF and Mosley to illustrate his géneric theory of
fascism as he views them as archetypal fascist movement and ideologue/leader (at least in
terms of his own defimtion of fascism). When examining the fascist brand of socialism, a
socialism, according to Sternhell, based not upon proletarian hegemony but upon
national unity and the championing of productive elements against parasitical elements,
he refers to Mosley thus:

“Mosley...assessed the situation in very similar terms: the opposition was no longer
between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie but between the 'workers of all classes' and

'banking capitalism, or hypercapitalism’. This approach enabled cconomic parasitism and
social exploitation to be eliminated without prejudicing the unity of the nation, which was
compromiscd by the idca of class struggle. and allowed the preservation of the realitics of
nation. family, and professton, which the artificial concept of class had threatened.
Twenty years carlier, 1t had been the abandonment of the idca of the class struggle. the
pillar of his socialist doctrine. which had made Mussolini swing to fascism: with the
socialist ministers De Man, D¢at, Mosley: with the communist lcaders Doriot and
Marion; and with the thousands of socialist and communist militants who committed
themsclves to fascisim, we sce the same process taking place. Thus this desire to bring
socialism up to date and adapt it to the modern world ultimately resulted in fascism.”86

For Roger Grnffin Mosley fascism 1s engendered and empdwered with a
palingenetic myth, being consumed with a deep desire to sweep away the old system in
order to build upon its ashes a new 'Greater Britain.! The vision of British economic
regeneration and renewal in Mosley's political thinking is clearly palingenetic. Mosley’s
belief that while the immediate problem of Britain's economic crisis was caused by
underconsumption, the longer term socio-economic ills that had befallen Britain were the

direct result of the bankruptcy of capitalism, the impotence of the British political system

lni—

83ibid.. p.424/5.

8ibid.. p.490. .

83Cullen, S.. *The British Union of Fascists. 1932-1940: Idcology, Membership and Mectings™ (MLitt
thesis. University of Oxford. 1987) p.148.

86Sternhell. “Fascist Idcology’. p.375/6.
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and a cultural and moral decline which undermined the ability of the nation to act
decisively in times of crisis, being for Griffin pregnant with an interpretation of the
British condition inspired by the palingenetic mythical conviction Mosley held of a
'chauvinist belief in Britain's imperial and civilizing mission.®?” However Griflin
characterizes the BUF, along with all other permutations of British fascism, as 'a minute,
gawky, earthbound ugly duckling destined to scratch around indefinitely without ever
coming out as a swan"® due 'to the intrinsic weakness of the revolutionary threat they
pose as permutations of palingenetic ultra-nationalism.'s?

The view of the BUF held by Stanley Payne and Roger Eatwell are both also
worthy of note. For Payne the BUF’s ‘thrust was decidedly modernist, paying serious
attention to economic theory and concepts of "scientific production"° this was a direct
result of the fact that the reason for Mosley’s turn to fascism was ‘his belief that it would
provide the most useful means of overcoming what he saw as the economic stagnation
and demodernization of Brntain.”! The BUF was a political attempt to overcome
Britain’s social, economic and cultural decadence through the disciplined force of
nationalism and the dynamism of fascism, in order to ensure Britain fulfilled her imperial
civilizing mission and historical destiny on the world stage. Roger Eatwell considers
Mosley to be one of the most lucid and intellectually able of all fascist ideologues
reflecting the 'rational-constructive rather mythical-populist face™? of fascism. While
Mosley's political writings, both in the inter-war and post-war periods, represent for
Eatwell 'one of the most sophisticated expositions of policy to come from a fascist leader’
based upon a quest for 'economic regeneration', 'progress', 'the rebirth of man' and the
attempt to create a new form of human nature' which would produce 'a man both

dynamic and competitive, though ultimately not money-centred and individualistic.'3

Having laid out the thesis's framework in the introduction, it is now possible to
construct the main body of the thesis. The main body will fall into two parts: an analysfs
of the relationship between "Socialism' and the political i1deology of the BUF'; and an
analysis of the relationship between the BUF's brand of fascist 'socialism' and the other
salient features of Mosley fascism, namely the other ideological components of Mosley
fascism, the sociology of the BUF and its failure as a movement.

87Griffin, R.. The Nature. p.138.

38Griffin, R., 'British Fascism: The Ugly Duckling' in Cronin, M., (cd.) The Failure of British Fascism
(London. 1990) p.163.

$9ibid., p.162.

VPavne, . History of Fascism. p.303.

?libid.. p.474.

R2Eatwell. Fascism. p.182.

PEatwell. R.. "Why has the Extreme Right failed in Britain?' in Hainsworth. P.. (c¢d.) The Extreme Right
-in Furope and the U'S:1 (London. 1992) p.1706. | - - s



SECTION ONE
'SOCIALISM' AND THE POLITICAL IDEOLOGY OF THE BUF



Chapter One
'Socialism' and the BUF

This section, "Socialism' and the Political ideology of the BUF', forms the thesis's
'bedrock’ aiming to examine and determine the nature of the BUF's brand of fascist
'socialism’. The section will form the thesis's assault upon the body of thought reluctant
to accept fascism as a genuine political ideology and socialism as a genuine component
of this political ideology. In this section will be examined an aspect of what Kenneth
Lunn refers to 'as a native tradition of British fascism...[which] many standard
texts...refuse to engage with',! the discussion of which will fall within both the realms of
the history of ideas and political biography.

Lunn also points out, in his recent essay concerning the direction in which
research into British fascism should proceed, that 'it would be foolish to afgue that
British fascism was conceived and developed in a political vacuum.....indeed it would be
wrong to argue that any political movement or regime was not part of a wider context
and series of influences.”? It would be dishonest to suggest that Lunn had the socialist
aspects of Mosley fascism in mind when he makes this point. However, its validity and
poignancy for this thesis remains the same. Fascism as a political idea developed within
the existing culture growing from and feeding off existing ideas, it was the unique way
certain 1deas, in particular its cross dichotomic central synthesis of socialism and
nationalism, were re-conceived which created at the level of political ideas fascism. The
desire for a union of nationalism and socialism was not unique to fascism, it had been a
recurrent theme in European political thought since the late 19th century, fascist
ideology developing from these currents of contemporary intellectual thought. The desire
for new ideas was reinforced by the general post-war craving in the 1920s for radical
solutions to the 'world's problems', a radical desire particularly strong in the 'war
generation' which Mosley increasingly came to see himself as representing. It is the role
of socialist 1deas in this 1deological cross-fertilization in the context of the BUF which
represents an obvious and important avenue for doctoral research.

The purpose of this chapter is threefold: firstly, outline the chapter structure of
the section; secondly, clarfy certain points relating to the notion of fascist 'socialism'; and
thirdly, examine Mosley fascism's literal left-wing precursor the New Party (NP), in
order to place Mosley's intellectual development (which is discussed in the following
chapter) in its historical context.

The section will be based upon three chapters, this initial chapter and two
subsequent chapters dealing with the following aspects of Mosley fascist 'socialism'.

L g e i

'Lunn, K., ‘British Fascism Revisited: A Failure of Imagination?' in Cronin, M., (c¢d.) The Failure of
British Fascism (London, 1996) p.176.
—2ibid.. p.176. - - o
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The second chapter of the section will concentrate upon the development of
Mosley's personal political ideology from his 'Conservative' days through his socialism of
the 1920s and finally to his fully blown fascist beliefs of the 1930s. The question of why
Mosley became a fascist and not a communist will also be examined in the light of
Mosley's belief in 'heroic vitalism'. The chapter's primary task will be to highlight the
socialist aspects of, and influence upon, his political thinking whilst 1llustrating these
aspects' uniqueness in their adaptation to, and application within, Mosley fascism. This 1s
a core chapter of the thesis because Mosley, being the movement's all-pervading leader,
is of fundamental importance to any correct understanding of any aspect of the BUF's
internal dynamics.

The third chapter of the section will concentrate upon the other leading converts
from the left to Mosley fascism (Beckett, Scanlon, Leaper, Risdon, Kenyon,
Wegg-Prosser, Waters and Raven Thomson). Their own personal drift towards fascism
and the conception of fascist 'socialism' they held will be examined closely (along with
the rank and file membership's perception of the BUF and its claims to belong to the
tradition of British socialism). The BUF's literature (newspapers and pamphlets, with the
exception of Mosley's contributions which will have been dealt with in the previous
chapter) will receive particular attentton in this chapter. The chapter will aim to create an
accurate picture of the grass-roots membership's own self-perception, the thesis seeking
to illustrate that the BUF (or at least significant sections) considered itself to be
ideologically a form of socialism. While the thesis does not seek to suggest that it
actually was socialist, it sets out to show that sections of the BUF did take this aspect
very seriously, and ideologically it did contain much thought which had distinct left-wing
origins. The chapter will illustrate the relative depth of the socialist strand within Mosley
fascism and the coherent at core, yet diffuse at the surface, nature of this strand of fascist
ideology, a characteristic it shares in common with all the various components of fascist
political 1deology.

The issue of the distinct left~-wing origins of much of Mosley fascism's political
ideology (if not its sociology) is of central importance to this thesis. A crucial and
distinctive aspect of this thesis's approach and stance is the objective view taken of
fascist political thought, in general, and specifically the political ideology espoused by
Mosley fascism. Of particular importance is the degree of influence accorded by this
thesis to the role of socialist 1deas in the ideological cross-fertilization which spawned the
brand of fascism espoused by the BUF. This contrasts to traditional, subjective views
taken of both fascist ideology and the BUF. The traditional view places both phenomena
firmly on the right of the political dichotomy, totally overlooking the importance of
left-wing intellectual currents of thought in the development of fascist, and Mosley
fascist, political ideology.

There are many varieties of fascism, just as there are many varieties of socialism
and liberalism. Fascism has a pluralistic ideological tradition. This should be of little
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surprise in truth as i1t 1s philosophically centrally syncretic, purporting to represent a
union of socialism and nationalism, or as Mosley himself claimed was based upon the
philosophical tenet of synthesis.

It 1s this plethora of different varieties of fascism which has led to obscuring ot
what Sternhell described as 'one of the most important factors in the rise of fascist
ideology: the transition from left to right. The loss from sight of the left-wing aspects
also has an ideological cause as identified by Griffin. The eclectic nature of fascist
ideology's mythic core of palingenetic ultra-nationalism lent itself to many different
interpretations and visions of how national renewal was to be achieved, 'in other words
Fascist ideology consisted of numerous permutations of the ‘palingenetic
ultra-nationalism'.?

What this thesis 1s attempting to highlight at the general level of the history of
ideas (but of course specifically applied in time and place to the BUF) is the fact that in
the period 1880-1930 left-wing 1deology in Europe was basically a soup of bubbling
ideas and concepts ranging from the cast iron revolutionary certainty of classical L
Marxism to the 'drip, drip' gradualism of the socilally democratised parliamentary
European left. From within this rich brew grew aspects of socialism which found a home
in fascism. This development from the fertile soup of socialism to the barren, lightless
desert of fascism (as a political reality) was the result of three factors. Firstly, direct
transmission via individual converts from socialism to fascism; secondly, as a result of
certain strands of nationalism cynically adopting left-wing answers to the socio-economic
arievances of the working-class in order to win the masses to the cause of specific,
individual, nationalisms; and thirdly, as the result of particular strands of nationalism,
which genuinely believed that nationalism and socialism were 'two sides of the same
coin', quite 'naturally' drawing upon aspects of left-wing thinking and socialist ethics and
ethos. This thesis will examine all three.

It is important to understand that for the fascist, nationalism and socialism, 1n
effect, fed off each other. Within fascist ideology 'national' and 'social' were often viewed
as 1dentical concepts. To be a nationalist meant to place your love of your country before
all else. To be a socialist meant to work selflessly and solely for the national community
rather than being motivated out of self-interest to work for oneself alone. Economic
differences between the classes could not be allowed to become struggles that broke the
deeper, stronger and eternal ties of nation and community. Nazism provides an.
interesting example of this fascist viewpoint. |

In Mein Kampf Adolf Hitler portrayed Nazism as an endeavour to unify
nationalism and socialism, in an attempt to 'accomplish the nationalisation of the masses”
without whose inclusion 'a national resurgence was not only a practical impossibility but

3Sternhell. Z.. Neither Right Nor Left (Berkeley, 1986) p.15.
Griffin. R.. Fascism (London, 1995) p.19.
“SHitler. A.. Mein Kampf(London, 1992) p.305.
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was inconcetvable.' In Hitler's view there could be no resurrection in Germany without
the working-class, so in the battle to win the working-class for the national cause mo

social sacrifice [was] too great'7 as it was the eventual rebirth of Germany (through the
establishment of a Volksgemeinschaft (national community)) that was at stake. For

Hitler:

"The reservoir from which the young [Nazi] movement must gather its supporters will
primarily bc the masses of our workers. Its work will be to tear these away from the
international delusion, to free them from their social distress, to raise them out of their
cultural misery and lead them to the national community as a valuable, united factor.
national in feeling and desire."® '

The concept of a Volksgemeinshaft was the Nazi vision of the ideal society.
National regeneration could only be achieved through social reconciliation between the
classes which would create a system which stood opposed to both the bourgeois
dominance within the capitalist system and the proletarian hegemony of communism. The
perceived 'schism in the German people and the mission of the national socialist
movement as the instrument of reconciliation” was at the core of Nazi ideology and the
inspiration for its self-appointed mission of achieving German national rejuvenation. For
many of those who had joined or voted for the Nazi movement the basic aftinity they had |
with Nazism was a perceived shared desire to replace a corrupt system which had failed
Germany, leaving the Fatherland internally divided and externally weak, with a
Volksgemeinshaft where everyone who was racially sound could find 'a niche where he
could feel secure and respected: in short a true "national community" from which all
sources of friction and unease had been removed.'"0 A state which would ensure the
realization of the nation's full potential and destiny. This 'national community' would be
for the Germans it 'cradled' classless, in Gregor Strasser's words 'Nof-Brot- und
Schicksalsgemeinshaft'!! (a community of shared need, bread and destiny) where as
Rohm describes 'old, divisive contradictions of estate, occupation, class and confession
have been eliminated'!2 and a form of social egalitarianism based on race would prevail.

The concept of Volksgemeinshaft features prominently in the 'socialism' espoused
in Nazi ideology. The need to integrate the German working-class into the
Volksgemeinshaft meant that the 'social question', (the problem of reconciling the
socio-economic grievances of the working-class), had to be fully addressed by National

Socialism.

6Q'Sullivan, N., FFascism (London, 1983) p.87.

Hitler, Mein, p.305.

8ibid., p.309.

Hilliard, R., 'The Genesis of the Economic and Social Program of the National Socialist Movement',
(PIh.D. thesis. University of Iowa 1957) p.139.

10Griffin. R., The Nature of Fascism (London. 1991) p.105/6.

HStachura, P., Gregor Strasser and the Rise of Nazism (London, 19383) p.48.
12Fjscher, C.. Stormtroopers (London, 1983) p.144. o
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This aspect of fascism's nature is of equal relevance to Mosley fascism, where the
mythical Folksgemeinshaft was the BUF's dream of creating a 'Greater Britain.'! What we
have in the case of BUF i1deology is a janus faced creature consisting of either (according
to the view of the British Secret Service based upon its surveillance of Mosley fascism)
deeply conservative elements and genuinely revolutionary elements or (according to
Mosley) the best elements of both right and left, the BUF being, for Mosley, at base an
attempt to create a creed based upon both patriotism and revolution. Mosley fascism's
heart and soul was Mosley's declaration that:

"We love our country and we love our people, for that reason we stand both for patriotism
and for progress in the union of two great principles which the war of the parties has
divided. The National Socialist creed of British Union says to our countrymen "if you
love our country you ar¢ National, and if you love our people vou are Socialist." We ask
patriots to join with us in building a country worthy of a patriot's love, in which class
distinction of the snob and the privilege of the parasite shall exist no more. But in place
of class and privilege shall arise the brotherhood of the British to give equal opportunity
to all in service and possession of their native land."!3

This syncretic aspect of the nature of fascism means that it has the potential to
attract support from both the right and the left. Thus, depending upon the road taken to
fascism, the individual fascist's vision of their individual 'version' of fascism will be
imbued with either the 'romantic-reactionary' ethos of the conservative revolutionary
recruit from the right who dreams of the rebirth into greatness once again of the nation
or the 'rational-radical’ ethos of the left-wing recruit to fascism determined to replace
laissez faire economic chaos with the order and authority of the central state and a
national plan. These strands of thought may well both be present simultaneously in any
given fascist 1deology and the 'worldview' of any given single fascist. But inevitably one
strand will exert the greater influence over the individual or movement.

An mmportant point results from this aspect of the nature of fascism which must
be borne in mind at all times. Whilst this thesis seeks to establish the existence of and
genuine nature of Mosley fascism's socialist roots, these roots have to be of course
viewed in the specific context of Mosley fascism's overall political ideology. In other
words, the eclectic nature of fascist ideology means that Mosley fascism had many
different ideological strands of which the left-wing one was by no means the strongest.

Nevertheless, even though the socialist strand within fascism generally was not a
dominant one, its weakness does not lessen its value in terms of academic scrutiny, '
because, as Kenneth Lunn has recently suggested, if the study of British fascism is to be
carried forward 'an ability and a willingness not to close down avenues of enquiry''# is
required. The subject of this thesis is important because:

3Mosley O.. Tomorrow e Live (London, 1‘)3‘3) p37
4L unn, 'British Fascism', p.173. -~~~ =
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"As academics, we cannot therefore afford to ignore the complexities of groups and the
individuals who comprise those groups, the processes whereby they arrive at particular
patterns of thinking and the reasons for their support of idcologies and organizations,
howcever minuscule their impact on national and intcrnational politics may be deemed
to be. There are significances in such processes which can be analysed and drawn upon
and ought not to be neglected. To assume that only major groups and individuals count
is a display of liberal arrogance and a dismissal which will only ultimately weaken our

ability to understand and explain the phenomenon of fascism.”!>.

However it 1s important to accept that there were clear limits to the socialist
ideological permutations into fascism and as a result of this fascism in general, and the
BUF 1n particular, became associated with the extreme right. Why?

This nght-wing drift and association was caused by three factors. Firstly, and
most importantly due to its effect upon the sociological make-up of the BUF, was the
bitter opposition of the traditional left against Mosley. This was caused partly by
bitterness at Mosley's abandonment of the Labour Party (LP), and in particular the
traditional left-wing critique of fascism as being a force of reaction designed to crush the
Labour movement. Consequently Mosley's left-wing aspirations for his new movement '
were doomed from the start. Further to this Mosley'é decision that the NP should contest
the Ashton-under-Lyne by-election in 1931 brought him into direct conflict with the LP,
who blamed the intervention of the NP for the Conservative victory in the by-election.
The bitterness of the LP's opposition to the NP set the tone for its later confrontations
with the BUF. Skidelsky's comments upon this episode are poignant:

"We have here a classic illustration of the way in which fascist and pre-fascist partics are
forced 1nto a social straitjacket contrary to the expectations of their Icaders...Mosley. who
seems to have started with hope of winning substantial working-class support, even of

1inking up with the LL.P., observed that the main response was coming from the younger
Conservative group, clamouring for dramatic action. In such circumstances the chances
of the New Party being able to hold the centre of politics as Mosley hoped began to look
distinctly unpromising. Both the mounting hostility of organised Labour and the nature of
its grass-roots recruitment were combining to drive it to the Right.”1¢

This led to unease within the NP's left-wing leadership, John Strachey, Allan
Young and Cyril Joad, all of whom left the NP in response to this right-wing drift. This
has clear echoes with the process which occurred within the BUF in both terms of its
ideological shift from left to right, as a result of the contradiction between a Left-wing
ideology and a right-wing sociology, and in terms of the falling out with the movement
of 1ts Left-wing leadership (for example the disillusionment with the BUF suffered by Dr
Robert Forgan, Charles Wegg-Prosser and John Beckett).

This illuminates one of the more impoﬁant conclusions drawn by this thesis, the
fact that at the heart of Mosley fascism lay a contradiction. Ironically while its ideological
mythic core reveals Mosley fascism to be an essentially left-wing brand of fascism,

13ibid.. p.178.
-16Skidelsky, R.. Oswald AMoslev (London, 1975). all quotes from the 1990 cdition. p.253.-
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'‘whose chief raison d'éire was to solve the unemployment problem',!” Mosley fascism's
attempt to become a revolutionary mass-movement ultimately failed because of its
inability to attract support from the unemployed and working-class.1® Instead the
right-wing sociological make-up it acquired simply compounded the contradiction
creating an interactionist style effect with the movement's ideology causing the
richt-wing drift. Quite simply Mosley fascism suffered, from the moment of its inception
and during its early years, a contradiction between a left-wing ideology and a right-wing
sociological make-up.1?

Secondly, the BUF's association with the Daily Mail and foreign dictators in the
public mind merely continued this slide to the right. A slide which led the movement
eventually 'beyond the pale' with its adoption of anti-Semitism as a result of both a
predisposed potential for racism (the result of the very nature of fascist ideology) and an

interactionist process between the BUF and Jewish and Communist led opposition.2¢
Thirdly,

the left-wing roots of Mosley fascism were ultimately too weak to gain any kind of
influence and hold upon the BUF. The reasons for this weakness were two-fold. Firstly,
the nature of Mosley's left-wing roots were weak. Mosley's background, not in the
Labour movement but in the aristocracy and the Conservative Party, his own perception
of himself as a man of action destined to lead the country away from impending doom
and his constant belief in 'imperial socialism' revealed him to be not simply a man of the
left. Mosley was both a fascist 'socialist' and a conservative revolutionary. Much of
Mosley's socialism does, arguably, come across as 'ivory tower' concerns about the
working-class, with Mosley often seeming to be paternalistic and trite. Mosley was able
to 'wax lyrically' about 1deas but he lacked the abillity to relate on a personal level to the
working-class, except in a hierarchical, neo-feudal, 'Lord of the Manor' style.2! Secondly,i
the 1deological phenomenon of the patriotic left was quite weak and ultimately of little
significance within the socialist tradition as a whole, and within Great Britain in
particular. The one real exception was the 'Merrie England socialism' of Robert
Blatchford although there 1s little evidence of any direct connection between this turn of
the century patriotic socialist and the later phenomenon of Mosley fascism.22 The

I7Thurlow, R., 'The Failure of British Fascism 1932-40' in Thorpe, A., (ed.) The Failure of Political
Extremism in Inter-War Britain (Exeter, 1989) p.069. .

I8The relative success the BUF enjoyed in the East End of London in gammg support from these groups,
which was in ‘absolute’ terms still very limited, will be discussed later in the thesis.

9For a fuller explanation as to the causes of Mosley fascism's marginalisation as a political force and
the immunity of the British working-class to the fascist virus sec chapter 6.

20See chapter 5.
2IThe nature of Mosley's socialism and his experience in the Independent Labour Party will be examined

in more detail in the next chapter.
22\Vhile Bernard Seminel claimed that Mosley was clearly influenced by Blatchford. Niall Nugent, on

the basis of correspondence with Mosley himself, suggests any similarity is a mere coincidence and
reflection of Mosley's place in British traditions of political syncretic thought. Scee Bernard Scmmcl' AL
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 socialist tradition within Britain was undoubtedly non-Marxist but this was as much
because of the British Labour movement's desire for change not via revolution but via
gradualism and parliamentarianism. The movement's rejection of Marxism was as much
practical as ideological. Consequently even despair at the failure of Marxist prophecies to
come true was hardly likely to cause much left-wing shift towards revolutionary
nationalism as the way forward in the battle against capitalism. The Trade Unions, for
which the LP was the political wing, wanted improved working conditions and wages for
its members, not revolution. The eftectiveness of the establishment's embourgeoisement
of the Labour movement during the first half of the twentieth century was aided by the
Labour movement's own intrinsic 'conservatism'. A 'conservatism' which was, ironically,
quite at odds with Mosley fascism's radicalism.

Now that the limitations of the fascist 'socialism' exhibited by Mosley fascism
have been outlined the literal left-wing roots of the BUF should perhaps be examined.
The analysis 1n this part of the chapter is concerned with establishing the historical and
tideological context of the BUF's immediate political roots, the NP. These political roots
are by definition left-wing, due to the 'progressive socialist'?3 nature of the NP. The NP's
raison d'etre, political programme and fate will consequently be discussed. |

The failure of the 1929-31 Labour Government to, in particular, implement
Mosley's proposals for tackling the problem of unemployment and its general failure to
implement the radical programme 1t was elected upon, caused Mosley to resign from the
government and the LP. Mosley 'had become convinced that the LP was incapable of
decisive action...in real crisis Labour would always betray both its principles and the

people who had trusted it'.2* Mosley ridiculed this failure and betrayal during a speech in
1931:

"Spokesmen of the late Labour Government saw in the crisis that collapse of capitalism
which they had prophesied with religious fervour. The crisis came in a lucky moment for
them. Labour was 1n ofiice, and had every resource of the State at its command. What
happened? The great day dawned, and Labour resigned; cleared out just when they had
the realisation of their greatest wish. What must we think of a Salvation Army which
takes to its heels on the Day of Judgement?"2> |

In the period between October 1930 and March 1931 Mosley attempted to work
within the existing political machinery to achieve 'a national consensus to secure action’

by appealing:

"To hus fellow MPs to place the welfare of their country before allegiance to any political
party on the grounds that 'we have to face modern problems with modern minds, we

Imperialism and Social Reform (London, 1960) p.251 and Nugent, N., "The ideas of the British Union of
Fascists' in King, R. & Nugent, N., (¢ds) The British Right (Farnborough, 1977) p.146.

23Cook. C.. & Stevenson. J., The Longman Handbook of A odern British History 1714-1995 (London.
1996) p.372.

24Mosley, My Life (London, 1968) p.202.

Libid., p.263." o



should then be able to lift this great economic problem and national cmergency far above
the turmoil of party clamour and with national unity could achicve a solution adequate to
the problem and worthy of the modern mind.26

However, Mosley's attempt to work out a solution, he deemed suitably radical for
the situation, within the system failed. His attempt to produce a realignment at the very
centre of government was doomed because of 'the power of the old party machines, the
reluctance of many young MPs to risk their political careers, and a degree of personal
mistrust of Mosley himself.'27

Mosley felt he was left with no choice and so undeterred by this imtial failure left
the LP in order to build a 'new' party capable of creating the government of national
consensus and action he craved. When he broke from the LP he took with him five
Labour MPs and was joined in the NP by one Conservative MP and one Liberal MP .28
Mosley, disillusioned with the Labour Government and the political system, left the LP in
search of the contemporary, modern, new 'tool' by which to get the job of creating a
'Land Fit for Heroes' done. Mosley sought this first in a party of his own creation, the
NP. Its name 1s of obvious significance, the 'New Party' being a brand new political party
and thus free of the corrupt and bankrupt ways of the 'united muttons' of the 'old gangs'.

However before leaving the LP Mosley made one last attempt to influence the
Labour Government's policy when he published in The Daily Telegraph, The Mosley
Manifesto. The Manifesto, signed by sixteen Labour MPs and Arthur Cook, General
Secretary of the Miners' Federation, was, in typical Mosley fashion, 'an immediate plan to
meet an emergency situation'.?? It called for a protected home market, government
investment in industries and public works programmes funded by increasing the national
debt. These measures would be implemented by 'an emergency Cabinet of no more than
five Mimisters? invested with the 'power of government by order' 3! This was a clear sign
of Mosley's development of a proposed 'overhaul' of Parliament 1n order to give the
'executive' enough power to 'get things done, a clear reaction to his experience of 'the
intolerable network of governmental and municipal procedure3? which frustrated him
whilst he was the Chancellor for the Duchy of Lancaster. 7/i¢ Mosley Manifesto was to
provide the basis of the NP's political programme.

The principlal document produced by the NP outlining this political programme
was A National Policy (see Appendix A for the pamphlet's summary) which although not
written by Mosley was directly influenced by 7he Mosley Manifesto. The underlying

ethos of A National Polfby was the belief that 'the raising of the standard of life of our
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own people, the consequent increase in their purchasing power, and the organisatibn of
our productive resources & the mobilisation of our i1dle workers to meet that increase,
these are the true remedies33? to the crisis. The critique of the then current situation and
its plan of action in A National Policy was based upon 'three essentials' for recovery.
Firstly, reduction in wages and attacks upon social services was not the way out of the
crisis as this would merely worsen the situation via the effect it would have of reducing
purchasing power and thus demand. Secondly, what was needed was a practical
programme, 'questions of the ultimate goal of society are excluded by the very urgency
of the problem which confronts us.** The pamphlet being 'concerned with not the
question of the ultimate form of social organisation, but with an emergency in which the
whole structure of Industry is threatened.s Thirdly, what was required was common
action and a joint effort between employers and workers in the face of the crisis. 1

The NP wished to appeal directly to the electorate to give 1t a mandate to
implement a series of measures, unhindered by parliamentary sectional strife, aimed at
restoring general prosperity to the British economy. It wished to overcome class, party
and sectional divides and create national co-operation and compromise, something which
could only be achieved via the 'co-ordination, balance, and guidance which only national
planning can aftect."3¢

Its programme was an urgent appeal to industry to abandon the declining export
industries and instead concentrate upon building up and expanding 'scientifically' the
domestic market. This domestic expansion would be achieved via a combination of
insulating the home market from the global market through the mechanism of selective
tarifts under the supervision of commodity boards and central planning using the
mechanism of a National Investment Board and a National Planning Council. The use of
the British Empire to ensure British insulation from the global markets of laissez-faire
capitalism and the consequential need to 'plan' on an imperial level rather than a global
one was defended in 4 National Policy thus: 'hence the only realistic comparison of the
policy of regional planning here advocated is not with a Utopian policy of world
planning, but with the planless, dangerous, economic dog fight of the real world of
today...the orderly economic planning of a section of the globe will only be a stabilising
not a disturbing, element."”

- The proposals for commodity boards are worthy of further inspection. The

commodity boards were to be composed of representatives of industry, trade unions and
the consumer. Protection would be given to industries which increased their productivity.

Any industry that refused would be exposed to foreign competition and left to sink. The
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commodity boards represented a form of voluntarist Corporate State relying upon
co-operation between the differing interests rather than enforcing it via a highly
centralised, authoritarian state as became the case with the proposals for a Corporate
State made by the BUF.

There was also a selection of other proposals designed to stimulate industry and
economic activity, such as a public works programme to create employment and the
suggestion 'that the state should take over the slum clearance problem from the
municipalities and turn out houses much as munitions were produced in the War'33 and
aid packages for British agriculture. Economic development would be planned by a
governme'nt department to avoid the development which 'is going on today rapidly, but
in the most'haphazard & undestrable manner.'3?

These measures were to be aided in their implementation by reforms of
parliament consisting of government being conducted by a cabinet of five or six,
unhindered by parliamentary debate and factional strife as parliamentary debate would be
confined to general governmental strategy, not specific issues and details. The NP sought
to govern via a small and powerful executive. This apparent move towards
authorntarianism and eventually dictatorship, was a reflection of Mosley's critique of the
political system based upon his personal experience of office in a Labour administration
as compared to his experience of Whitehall and 'war socialism' in 1917/8. For Mosley the
nation's sense of corporate identity and union had been destroyed by the political system
of liberal democracy and its economic philosophy of /laissez-faire. The nation's unity and
sense of 1dentity could only be regained through the ending of the factional in-fighting of
the political parties and the parliamentary system and of class conflict in the nation as a
whole. This move 1n an authoritarian direction was defended in 4 National Policy in an
interesting way, with the pamphlet claiming that in effect the NP were the true guardians
of parliamentary democracy: |

"It may be suggested ...that our proposals for Parliamentary reform are undemocratic. To
this we reply that systems of government will stand or fall by the test of how far they
prove adequate to cope with the situation which they are called upon to face. The real
cnemies of democracy are not those who suggest that we have reached a stage where the
antiquated methods of Parliament must be brought up to date, but thosc who by endless
talk and obstruction paralysc the Parliamentary machine at a time when action is
essential and so bring Parliamentary democracy into contempt. "9

The ethos behind the NP's raison d'éfre 1s particularly well illustrated by this

press release from Mosley during the election:

"The fatc of the National Government, of the New Party, and of all parties depends upon
the development of the situation. Is 1t a passing storm which will be weathered without
great effort, or is 1t a storm which can only be weathered by the greatest effort this nation
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has ever known? Upon the answer to that question depends the fate of old parties and
new parties, and whether this country in the future must be governed by men like
Baldwin and MacDonald or by men like we in the New Party, "1

The NP proved to be a short lived venture suffering electoral annihilation in
193 1. However, by attempting to buck the system and set up his own movement Mosley
had set one foot into the political wilderness. The defiance and underlying beliefs that
were to push Mosley further into this political wilderness in his efforts to use the NP 'to
import a new impetus to British politics; to secure effective action before it is too late', 42

are evident in this quote from a Mosley article in the NP's paper Action after the election
debdcle:

"Better the great adventure, better the great attempt for England's sake, better defeat,
disaster, better far the end of that trivial thing called a Political Career than stifling in a
untform of Blue and Gold, strutting and posturing on the stage of little England, amid the
scencry of decadence, until history in turning over an heroic page of the human story,
writes of us the contemptuous postscript: 'these were the men to whom was entrusted the
Empire of Great Britain, and idleness, ignorance and cowardice left it a Spain’. We shall
win or at Ieast shall return upon our shiclds."+3

The underlying socialist ethos of and influence over the NP ideologically is quite
clear. John Strachey indeed, Mosley's close colleague in the Independent Labour Party
(ILP) and fellow NP founder who subsequently joined the Communist Party, believed
that the NP could have developed into a genuinely socialist party of the working-class
revolt. However, it was to prove the stepping stone for Mosley into fascism.

Mosley never left the wilderness in which he now found himself following his
next attempt to create a 'vehicle' to bear his political programme for radical change. This
'vehicle' was the BUF which Mosley launched in October 1932. The NP was the first step
on the road to Mosley's eventual destiny of, not being the nation's saviour in its hour of
greatest need, but 'of the neglected prophet crying in the political wilderness."#

Ultimately fascism must be seen as an answer for those socialists who remained
revolutionaries but were pragmatic realists, the need for action took precedence over
ideology. It is no coincidence that Action was the name chosen for both the NP's paper
and a BUF paper. It was this thirst for action combined with the belief that socialism
needed to be updated and adapted to the modern world, as long as any readaptation
remained collectivist in ethos, which ultimately led some socialists towards fascism.

It 1s the nature of this readaptation, and Mosley's ideological road from socialism

to fascism, that will be discussed in the next chapter.
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