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Summary

This thesis has been an attempt to isolate the contribution that was made
to the fascist movements of Sir Oswald Mosley by Alexander Raven Thomson.
Despite featuring in most studies of Mosley’s fascist enterprises, until this study
little was known of his life and thus the proper context for his work had been
lost. In this attempt to analyse Raven Thomson a chronological structure has
been adopted. Special attention has, however, been placed on his developing
thought in response to Oswald Spengler’s prognosis for the future of Europe,
before and after his acceptance of fascism in both its inter-war and post-war
incarnations. This has enabled new insights into his Corporate State ideas within
fascism and the anti-Semitic campaign within which he was an active participant,
both of which had been the source of previous academic interest. Unlike other
studies in this field which present the reader with either an examination of
Mosley fascism to 1940 or British fascists after the war, this study bridges this
artificial gap and thus seeks to illustrate the continuity of fascism in Britain. This
longer period of study allows for wartime internment and Raven Thomson’s part

In the revival of fascism to be fully discussed. The result is a biography that
attempts to place the subject within its proper context.



Suddenly another voice spoke, low and melodious, its very sound an
enchantment. Those who listened unwarily to that voice could seldom report the
words they heard; and if they did, they wondered, for little power remained in
them. Mostly they remembered only that it was a delight to hear the voice
speaking, all it said seemed wise and reasonable, and desire awoke in them by
swift agreement to seem wise themselves. When others spoke they seemed harsh
and uncouth by contrast; and if they gainsaid the voice, anger was kindled in the
hearts of those under the spell. For some the spell lasted only while the voice
spoke to them, and when it spoke to another they smiled, as men do who see
through a juggler’s trick while other’s gape at it. For many the sound of the
voice alone was enough to hold them enthralled; but for those who it conquered

the spell endured when they were far away, and ever they heard that soft voice

whispering and urging them.

J.R.R.Tolkein, The Lord of the Rings,
Guild Publishing edition, London, 1984, 601.
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Introduction

Alexander Raven Thomson has been accorded the title of British
Fascism’s ‘warrior poet.”’ Throughout his long affiliation with the domestic
fascist movements of Sir Oswald Mosley, he was continually developing his

understanding of the phenomenon and putting the conclusions into practice.2

This duality is best illustrated by his status as a leading fascist thinker,
principally as Director of Policy for Mosley’s British Union of Fascists (BUF)
and his stature as one of that movement’s most successful campaigners.3 Such
was his significance that he was used by the movement as an example of the
fascist mentality; ‘Raven Thomson is an interesting example of the way in which
fascism transforms thoughtful types of men into men of action.”® This mixture of
the ‘thought-deed’ man, as Mosley saw him, presents the historian with an
individual, whose belief in the force of history and the imminence of European
decline, propelled him into fascism.” Within the BUF he developed ideas to
counter this impending collapse through the creation of a state structure to
promote a rejuvenated national community. Yet this same man spent lengthy
parts of the 1930s shouting vitriol from fascist podiums about the menace of the
Jews and was imprisoned in 1940 as a potential traitor. Despite lengthy
incarceration, his commitment to the fascist cause and its leader was so strong
that he remained an activist; the only senior BUF lieutenant to weather wartime
internment and subsequent public hostility upon release. After the War he

played a key part in the revival of Mosley fascism, first as a go-between for the
scattered Mosleyite groups that had emerged, then as Secretary for the reunified

Mosley led ‘Union Movement.” The philosophising and activism for the fascist

cause only ceased at his death in 1955. Raven Thomson demonstrates the

'y .Charnley, Blackshirts and Roses, Brockingday, London, 1990, 67; ‘Raven Thomson
exemplified the scholar soldier. He fulfilled in his life in the movement, the vision of Nietzsche,
a warrior for truth.’ Sheffield University Archive (SUA): Comrade (Newsletter of the Friends of
Oswald Mosley), October/November 1987, 3.
? ‘{Among Mosley’s licutenants] only Raven Thomson had any claim to recognised intellectual
gtatus.’ D.S.Lewis, Illusions of Grandeur, Manchester University Press, Manchester, 1987, 77.
‘[Raven Thomson] was that rare combination of theorist and philosopher and fine open-air
spcaker, fearless in the face of violent opposition,” E.J.Hamm, Action Replay, Howard Baker,
London, 1983, 143. In 1937 Raven Thomson participated in the London County Council
elections and secured over 3,000 votes (23%) in the ward where he stood. Sce R.Thurlow &
K.Lunn, “Introduction,’ in ibid (eds.), British Fascism, Croon Helm, London, 1980, 11.
*AK. Chesterton, Portrait of a Leader, Action Press Ltd, London, 1937, 119.



fascinating resolution to an apparent dichotomy: a man whose grand vision was

realised 1n fanciful designs and gutter politics. That these two elements could

find cohesion was thanks to the nature of Mosley fascism.®

Prior to this biography, Raven Thomson has held a minor place within

secondary literature on Mosley fascism, regularly receiving a short examination,

usually centring on his work in the BUF and its theory of the state.” These

studies have followed Mosley’s own interpretation of his former comrade, a view

encapsulated in the opinion, expressed in 1940 that, ‘I should be very surprised if
he had any views except those I have expressed.”® This thesis is in part an
examination of how accurate an assessment that is. It has its origins in a belief
that, given his prominence in both pre and post-war Mosley fascism, as the only
senior figure apart from the leader to feature in both, the amount of work on his

life and thought has been disproportionately small.” So little has previously been

written on Raven Thomson that there is no historical stance to endorse or
disprove. Raven Thomson left no such record of his time within fascism,

principally because for 22 years he was at the centre of Mosley fascism, without
the time to spend on recollection. A recent study by Thomas Linehan that used

Raven Thomson’s writings as an example of his argument about the BUF and
culture, failed to develop an understanding of the motivations behind the fascist’s
statements.'® Yet if we are to believe, as one recent scholar, that ‘the men at the

forefront of British fascism are vitally important in our use of the term,’ then this

study of Raven Thomson is long overdue.'!

> O.Mosley, My Life, Nelson, London, 1968, 331. See also R.Skidelsky, Oswald Mosley,
Macmillan, London, 1975.
° 1t should be noted before proceeding that British fascism was more than the movements of
Oswald Mosley. Domestic fascism existed before Mosley turned to the creed and it has persisted
into the present, with racial tensions always heralding a re-appearance of such groups as they
attempt to capitalise on the issue of extremist nationalism. As such the use of British fascism to
glenote specifically Mosley led movements has been avoided.

Sce R.Benewick, The Fascist Movement in Britain, Allen Lane, London, 1972, 117: D.S.Lewis,
Illusions of Grandeur: Mosley, Fascism and British Society, 1931-81, op. cit., 34; R.Skidelsky,
Oswald Mosley, op. cit., 346.

® Public Record Office (PRO) HO283/11/65: Advisory Committee report: Transcript of Oswald
Mosley’s hearing, 1940.

> Throughout this thesis ‘fascist’ has been used to denote those committed to its ideological
Pgogramme, whilst “Fascist’ or ‘Fascism’ relates to the Italian regime of Benito Mussolini.

See T.Linchan, British Fascism 1918-39: Parties, Ideology and Culture, Manchester
Hniversity Press, Manchester, 2000.

‘Introduction,’ in M.Cronin (ed.) The Failure of British Fascism, Macmillan, London, 1996, 7.
See D.Baker “The Appeal of Fascism: Pathological Fantasy or Ideological Coherence,’ Patferns

of Prejudice, Vol.20 No.3, 1986, 3-12. As Jeffrey Hamm, a Ieading post war Mosleyite, noted in
his autobiography, ‘fb]ecause the greater part of my life has been spent in the service of political



Before commencing it should be noted that this thesis is a resubmission

of one sent to the examiners in the winter of 2000 that failed to fulfil all the
criteria for the award of PhD. Both examiners were candid in their cnticisms at
that time and this new thesis owes much to our discussion at the viva and their

subsequent report. It is hoped what follows remedies their concerns, particularly

the criticism that I had, in concentrating too closely on Raven Thomson, failed to
recognise the milieu of which he was a product. It is also hoped that the result
will demark more clearly the key themes that Raven Thomson’s life and work

illuminates about fascism, both domestically and as a generic phenomenon.

No biography of a fascist activist can be properly understood in a
historical vacuum. This thesis has grown within the larger historiography of
Mosley fascism and its proper context and significance is within this greater
understanding. The conventions within the subject thus provide the background
to this presentation of a realistic portrait. One of the chief charactenstics of
fascism is its concentration of power into one man of destiny, the leader. This
has led to a convention within fascist studies to focus most keenly on those few
men, to better understand the movements or regimes they led. The history of
British fascism is no different. Mosley, the ‘Black Knight’ of British politics, as
founder, chief ideologue and figurehead, has made the most tangible contribution
to his movements.'* Robert Skidelsky’s contribution to a collected volume on
European fascism, whilst entitled ‘Great Britain,” was little more than a Mosley
biography, without much reference to the thousands that did much of the fighting
and writing in the BUF."> Those closest to the ‘Blackshirt’ leader have largely

been dismissed as inconsequential to the experience of domestic fascism;

‘Mosley’s long-standing lieutenants were in the main persons of little distinction,

movements founded and led by Sir Oswald Mosley... and because for scveral years I was

closely associated with Sir Oswald,... I believe that my life has a wider interest.” E.J.Hamm,
Action Replay, op. cit., 13.

:z P.Hayes, Fascism, Allen & Unwin, London, 1973, 73.
"[BUF] importance was almost entircly due to the outstanding qualities of its leader and

foundcr, Sir Oswald Mosley.” R.Skidelsky, ‘Great Britain,” in S.Woolf (ed.) European Fascism,

Wiedenfield & Nicolson, London, 1968, 257-8. Reprinted in idem., Inferests and Obsessions,
Macmillan, London, 1993, 188-210.



and it seems to have suited his vanity to be surrounded by such persons.”* This
thesis, by virtue of its topic, must have an uneasy relationship with the traditional
‘Mosley-centnism’ of the historiography in this area.

In concentrating on Raven Thomson it is difficult to avoid replacing
Mosley-centrism with another similar bias. Such distortions are unavoidable
when focusing on one individual, with the result that this thesis cannot be read as
a general history of Mosley fascism. Here facets of the fascist experience that
have been thoroughly analysed in more general studies, receive only a passing
mention. Conversely, key elements in Raven Thomson’s life and thought that

are but minutiae in the study of British fascism are dwelt upon at length.

This biography also has to contend with recent trends within the
examination of British fascism.!”> Recent studies of Mosley fascism have
concentrated on low-level fascist support, often within a certain geographical
area, the role of women in Mosley fascism and the influence of other smaller

fascist groups on the history of British fascism.'® By contrast, this study

represents a biographical attempt to understand the life and work of a fascist
man, who consistently occupied high positions, exclusively in Mosley’s political

movements. At a time when academics are calling for even greater variety in

studies of British fascism, this study is therefore somewhat of a traditional

treatment. !’

In its defence, whilst women played a key role in the movement, none of
them, save perhaps Mosley’s wife Diana, had any impact on the type of fascism
that emerged. This is also true of the rank-and-file support, with individuals

playing a key role locally but making little impact nationally, outside the East

'* A.W.B.Simpson, In the Highest Degree Odious, Clarendon, Oxford, 1994, 122. Until 1937 the
BUF were distinguished by their Blackshirts. Initially a fencing tunic, later a more militaristic

style of jacket was adopted. See T.Linehan, East London for Mosley, Frank Cass, London, 1996,
289-90.

"> K Lunn, “British fascism revisited’ in M.Cronin (ed.), The Failure of British Fascism, op. cit.,
197; See T.Linchan, East London for Mosley, op. cit.; S.M.Cullen, ‘Another Nationalism: The
Bntish Union of Fascists in Glamorgan 1932-40,” Welsh History Review, Vol.17, 1994/5, 101-14;
D.Turner, Fascism and Anti-Fascism in the Medway Towns, 1927-1940, Kent Anti-Fascist
Action Committee, Kent, 1993; C.F.J.Morley, ‘Fascist Promise, and the Capitalist Alternative: an
Analysis of Sussex Coast Fascism Between the Wars,” MA, University of Sussex, 1983;
S.Rawnsley, ‘Fascism and Fascists in Britain in the 1930s: a case study of Fascism in the North
of England in a period of economic and political change,” PhD Thesis, University of Bradford,

1983; M.Durham, ‘Gender and the British Union of Fascists,’ Journal of Contemporary History,
Vol.27 No.3, 1992, 513-29.

:: K.Lunn, ‘British fascism revisited’ op. cit., 192, 195.
Ibid., 187-89.



London stronghold of the movement. Despite the arguments of some scholars
that, ‘the volume of literature on the BUF is inversely proportionate to the
group’s significance,” the movement is still the single most important domestic
fascist movement in terms of both popular appeal and depth of 1deology. % It is
also the one domestic fascist group that has entered public consciousness,

Whenever anyone, looking back over this distance of 50 years, mentions
fascism in Britain, the almost universal reaction is: Mosley and his
Blackshirts. That’s because the razzmatazz of Mosleyism sticks in the
memory; his charisma, his rabble-rousing oratory, the uniform and the

emblems and the banners, the marches and demonstrations and rallies,
above all the violence.!”

This perception of Mosley fascism’s character has also caused the study of
Raven Thomson’s contribution to fascism in Britain to be neglected. The history
of the BUF 1is captured in the violence witnessed at the movement’s May 1934
rally at Olympia, the terrorisation of the East London Jews and internment as

possible traitors.”’ As such the importance of the beliefs and thinkers that

prompted such action has been minimised.

A further difficulty when producing a biography for such a figure is the

emotive nature of the material, with the attendant difficulties arising from a
subject that regularly receives ‘partisan treatment.”®! It is all too easy to lapse
into either a sustained assault on a fascist’s character or to remove their activities

so far from the context as to provide an inadvertent hagiography. Mosley’s own
brographer, Robert Skidelsky, believed that ‘a sympathetic stance is more or less
inherent in the biographer’s special effort to understand and explain the motives

and situation of his subject.”** As a result he argued against a judgemental stance,

believing that ‘the role of a biographer, as I conceive it, is not that of prosecutor;

it comes some way between counsel for the defence and judge.”” This stance

'* S.Payne, 4 History of Fascism 1914-1945, UCL, London, 1995, 305n. See also P.Rees,
“Changing interpretations of British Fascism: A Bibliographical survey,’ in R Thurlow &
K.Lunn, (eds.) British Fascism, Croon Helm, London, 1980, 187. Although almost uniformly
unsuccessful in electoral terms, the existence of such an active fascist movement in the industrial
world’s most stable liberal democracy gave the BUF an importance out of proportion with its size
and prospects.” S.M.Cullen, ‘Political Violence: The Case of the British Union of Fascists,’
.lfgoumal of Contemporary History, Vol.28 No.2, 1993, 245.
" The Guardian, 11th February 1989.
N O.Mosley, The Greater Britain 2nd ed., BUF Publications, London, 1934, 11-33.

See P.Rees, ‘Changing interpretations of British Fascism: a Bibliographical survey,’ op. cit.,
196; P.Preston, ‘Reading History: Fascism,’ History Today, Vol.35 No.9, 1985, 46;

Introduction,” in K.Lunn & R.Thurlow, (eds.) British Fascism, op. cit., 9, 15.
Ibid., 78.

* Idem., Oswald Mosley, op. cit., 11.



has not been without its detractors.>* Here, the attempt has been made to present

Raven Thomson’s life and work critically, but without the dismissive tone used
by some in the field. As such, if this thesis had to sit in Skidelsky’s courtroom it
would function as a court reporter, probably for a liberal newspaper.

The study of Raven Thomson’s work has been predominantly achieved
through his published output, the vast majority of which is his propaganda work
for Mosley fascism, both in newspaper articles or pamphlets. Caution has always
been used in the inclusion of this matenal; as a movement attempting to
encourage conversion to fascism, the material is clearly biased. The fascist
press, whilst very effective in conveying the policy of the movement, was
continually attempting to gain a political advantage from the reporting of
domestic and international events. It is also a singularly unhelpful medium when

attempting to examine the fortunes of Mosley fascism. Triumphalist even when

the movement was suffering setbacks.

This thesis has also taken advantage of the matenal from the reports of
the Police and Home Office held at the Public Records Office. It was particularly

helped by the release during the research of two Home Office files relating
specifically to Raven Thomson.>’ The first detailed his cross-examination by the
authorities in 1940, whilst the other was a report of his subsequent experience of
war-time detention. Whilst the material from these records has been invaluable
in attempting to assess Raven Thomson in the context of the BUF, his life has not
been used as a case study in using intelligence documents as Richard Thurlow
envisioned for his history of British fascism.*® Here such documents have been
used in concert with other materials, though the new insights afforded by the files
regarding internment have resulted in a reliance on them in that chapter. What
information lies in files yet to be released may further revise the conclusions of
Bntish fascism and Raven Thomson’s contribution, but this thesis represents an
understanding based on the most recent evidence. Extensive penetration by the
Secret Service has, on the basis of the released information, yielded one

operating conclusion about the BUF, namely that its esoteric (internal) and

i“ See G.Pecele, “Were only the Means bad?” Government and Opposition, Vol.11 No.1, 1976,
20-9.
* PRO HO283/70: Advisory Committee report: Transcript of Raven Thomson hearing and letters

gﬁtten during detention to Home Office; HO45/25701: Raven Thomson’s internment record.
R.C.Thurlow, Fascism in Britain, op. cit., xi.



exoteric (public) ideology where largely the same.*’ Thus Raven Thomson’s
writings and speeches can be judged as his genuine beliefs. Such intelligence

material is not without its difficulties, with the files representing the concerns of

the contemporary authorities to the fascist threat. If we subscribe, as in the work
of Thurlow, that the state took an active role in managing fascism to ensure its

failure, then such material will have a particular emphasis that proves

problematic when writing a cogent biography of a fascist activist.”® That all the
files relating to the period are not in the public domain, also prompts questions as
to the integrity of current understanding.”> There is every possibility that the
most sensitive and therefore most important files have been destroyed or will
remain withheld.

The aid rendered to this researcher by the Friends of Oswald Mosley has
also been a great help in the construction of a convincing biography for a former
comrade. Much of the material regarding Raven Thomson’s early life originated
in the recollections of these Mosley men. The disclosure of a series of
manuscripts from 1955, archived by the group, allowed for an examination of
Raven Thomson’s thought after 22 years in Mosley fascism. An attempt was
also made to canvass these former fascists for their views of Mosley fascism, in
order to help place Raven Thomson within the reality of those movements.
Questionnaires were often used due to the reticence octogenarian Mosley men
had of face-to-face interviewing. Yet the disclosure of recollections in such
circumstances is a political act, for as Linehan shrewdly noted ‘memory can
work actively to erase as well as recall.””® Whilst interviews and questionnaires
were conducted, it became clear that the distortions of 60 years had taken hold.
They pointed to new avenues in the study, but in pursuing them, the
contemporary written material yielded more valuable insights. Having
completed the work, one of the weaknesses within this thesis is the lack of oral
history used. This does not detract from the clear need for an oral history project

on the remaining Mosley men. This researcher’s primary concern was, however,

*’ R Eatwell, “Towards a New Model of Generic Fascism,’ Journal of Theoretical Politics, Vol.4
No.2, 1992, 174.

“ See R.C.Thurlow, ‘The State Management of the British Union of Fascists,” in M.Cronin (ed.)
The Failure of British Fascism, Croon Helm, London, 1996, 29-52.

R.C Thurlow, The Secret State, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1994, 174.

** T Linchan, East London Jor Mosley, op. cit., 274; See B.Harrison, ‘Oral History and Recent
Political History,” Oral History, Vol.1 No.3, 1973, 30-48.



to obtain information and comment about Raven Thomson and the movements in

which he was active. Little was known, or disclosed, about the upper echelons of

the BUF and Union Movement where Raven Thomson operated. Without

undermining the valuable historical endeavour of canvassing the dwindling

numbers of Mosley men, oral history became a subsidiary element of the

research.

To balance the material coming from fascist sources, an effort has been
made to employ the available material from their contemporary opposition. This
has been particularly useful in those chapters not concentrating on ideology but
on the experience of fascism. The history of Mosley fascism after the War in
particular, relies heavily on the vigilance of the Jewish anti-fascist movements,
both the official response of Britain’s Jewish population through the Board of
Deputies and the more militant 43 Group. Anti-fascist records must be treated
with caution however; the material represents those facets of fascism that were
judged a threat, with the result that certain areas of the fascist experience were

overlooked. Anti-fascists did not want to know what it was like to be a fascist;

they wanted the movement stopped.

The result of this attempt to 1solate an individual’s contribution to Mosley

fascism within a biographical format has led to a linear structure within the

thesis. Where pertinent, the dominating themes of a particular period have been
examined in greater depth. The result will be a comprehensive examination of a
key participant in Mosley’s fascist experiment. It will illustrate that Raven
Thomson’s life and thought have a considerable contribution to our
understanding of the fascist movements of Sir Oswald Mosley.

The first chapter deals with the period up to Raven Thomson’s
acceptance of fascism, principally through his evolving understanding of the
work of German historian Oswald Spengler. Spengler believed global history
was based in the morphology of a few world cultures, all of which underwent a
seasonal life cycle, before decaying after a prescribed period. This thesis will
particularly concentrate on the development of Raven Thomson’s ideas from his
1931 book, Civilization as Divine Superman, to those expressed in the BUF. The
importance of fascism for him as a historical force will be highlighted, together
with an examination of how this understanding could locate itself within Mosley

fascism. Finally the contrasting character of this fascism will be compared to



other fascists in the BUF influenced by Spengler, including Mosley. The
Blackshirt leader’s technocratic antidote to Spengler’s prophecy of doom will be
contrasted with Raven Thomson’s ideas on culture resurgence. This contradicts
the conventional view, encapsulated in the view of Lady Mosley; ‘I think they
[Mosley and Raven Thomson] agreed about Spengler’s [The] Decline of the

West, in thinking Spengler was not sufficiently aware of the influence of science

and invention in the modern world.>*}

With the importance of German thought, through Spengler, in Raven
Thomson’s fascism, arguments about the BUF’s isolated status within the
continental phenomenon are substantially weakened. The intricacy of the
philosophy behind the BUF, as created by its major thinkers, also discredits those
who argue that the movement was little more than a stooge for Hitler and
Mussolini. As a contribution to the study of generic fascism, Raven Thomson’s

acceptance of fascism further emphasises the role of crisis across 1930s Europe
in generating support for the creed, the importance of a critique that argued an
escape from the prevailing climate of decadence. It also highlights the genuine
idealism that accompanied the journey of individuals into fascism.”* Many did
believe, as one comrade, that the movement sought to ‘create the highest

civilisation that man has ever known.’**

In the following chapter this meta-historical perception, visible in Raven
Thomson’s philosophy, is further explored within the context of his ideas on the
structure of the fascist state. In conventional historiography this complex state

structure has been used to confirm the BUF’s place at the rational end of the

fascism spectrum, in comparison to the emotive movements found elsewhere
across the continent.”* Raven Thomson has been seen as this state’s chief
architect, even by Mosley. His work on the development of a detailed state
structure has been used in histories of the movement to compliment Mosley’s

technocratic propaganda output throughout the 1930s.

1 Diana Mosley Questionnaire, September 1996. Diana Guinness (née Mitford) married Mosley
in 1936 and was widowed in 1980. Her precise role and impact on Mosley fascism throughout its

history has yet to be quantified. See D.Mosley, 4 Life of Contrasts, Hamish Hamilton, London,
1982.

32 L .y :
R.Thurlow, Fascism in Britain, op. cit., Xv.

> Sheffield University Archive (SUA): R.Bellamy, We Marched with Mosley, unpublished
manuscript, 718.

:;‘;SM.Cullen, ‘Leaders and Martyrs: Codreanu, Mosley and Jose Antonio,” History, Vol. 71,
86, 409.
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This study into Raven Thomson’s corporatist thought reveals the very
personal philosophy that underpinned his work. The influence of Spengler’s

concentration on culture is examined and its implications for Raven Thomson’s
corporatism are isolated. The cultural dimension to the BUF’s programme has
been noted before, but it has not been treated as central to the character of
Mosley fascism.> The result of chapter two will be an understanding of Raven
Thomson as a cultural corporatist, committed to the establishment of a state to
facilitate a revitalised and unified culture. It will show that his ideas on
corporatist planning where fuelled by a cultural imperative to provide the nations
individuals with a revolution in leisure, thereby fostering rebirth through sport,
art and crafts. The pinnacle of this regeneration and therefore the ultimate goal
of the corporate state was, for Raven Thomson, the creation of individuals to live
in this new society. Taken together, the first two chapters dispel the arguments
of some historians of British fascism who see the only discernable policies as
violence or anti-Semitism.> It also argues that with the chief exponent of
scientific fascism committed to the esoteric beliefs of Spengler, the conclusion
that Mosley fascism lies at the rational end of the fascist spectrum is flawed.*’
Turming from his contribution to the thought of the BUF, chapter three
attempts to understand Raven Thomson within a movement that was, throughout
the period, striving for political or paramilitary success.”®> Whilst a
comprehensive soctal history of the BUF is still to be written, the chapter
illustrates the nature of the fascist enterpriée and the activities of senior members
during the period. Raven Thomson’s role in attempting to build and train this

revolutionary cadre is explored.

The main reason for scholarly interest in inter-War British fascism was its

failure. In an environment that saw strong movements and regimes emerge

across Europe, Bntain acts as a control group, enabling historians to isolate what

* ‘Mosley’s fascist enterprise was a unique political and cultural experience invested with an
imagined heroic, spiritual and millenarian dimension.” T.Linchan, East London for Mosley, op.
cit., 298; ‘[T]he BUF sought the radical restructuring of the entire system, embracing a political,
social and cultural revolution.” R.Benewick, ‘The Threshold of Violence’ in R.Benewick &
;E.Smith, (eds.) Direct Action and Democratic Politics, Allen & Unwin, London, 1972, 52.

See HR Kedward, Fascism in Western Europe 1900-1945, Blackie, Glasgow, 1969, 94.
%Benewick, The Fascist Movement in Britain, op. cit., 108.
- R.Eatwell, Fascism - A History, Chattos & Windus, London, 1995, 182.

C.Cook & J.Stevenson, The Slump, Jonathan Cape, London, 1977, 215; [T]o write the history

of British fascism from the perspective of its ideology was in some ways misleading and false.’
R.Thurlow, Fascism in Britain, op. cit., X.
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particular elements were lacking, or present, to prevent the success of a native

movement.”” As one scholar in fascist studies commented, ‘Britain provides a

case study of fascism in its normal - highly marginalized - state.”* The

opportunity of examining the experience of fascism, for the fascists, allows for a
little studied facet of Mosley fascism to be illuminated: the factions and divisions

that detracted from any semblance of internal unity. Whilst it is not maintained

that this was a major structural reason for the failure of Mosley fascism, it

illustrates that even if the economic and political situations had been conducive,

the BUF could not have formed a coherent government.

Whilst the BUF attempted to present itself as a ‘grand adventure to a new
grandeur of spirit and nationhood,’ informed by Christian ethics and a rejection

of surrender, it was also the movement that attempted to use anti-Semitism as a
political tool.*! In the historiography of the BUF, this feature of the movement’s
history has been the most contested. Fascists and some scholars have argued it
was not a significant element of the BUF’s struggle, others that the movement
cannot be understood without it. Amongst those who argue for the importance of
anti-Semitism in Mosley fascism, there is disagreement over whether 1t was an
opportunist political stance or a genuine belief, and if the later, where such ideas
originated.

In the fourth chapter of this thesis the nature of Raven Thomson’s
contnibution to the BUF’s use of anti-Semitism 1s examined. It indicates how a
man, with no discernable animosity towards the Jewish population of Britain
upon joining the movement, became a virulent Jew-baiter and active anti-Semitic
campaigner in the second half of the 1930s. His acceptance of anti-Semitism
indicates several features about Raven Thomson’s participation in fascism. The

personal loyalty he felt towards Mosley ensured that when the Blackshirt leader

opted for explicit racism, his lieutenant followed him. The use of common
themes in the discourse over the ‘Jewish problem’ also indicates that senior

fascists were intellectually feeding off each other in the period.** Raven

»? S.Payne, ‘Fascism in Western Europe,” in W.Laquerer, Fascism a Readers Guide, Penguin,
Harmondsworth, 1979, 309. A Hamilton, The Appeal of Fascism, Blond, London, 1971, 259,
S.M.Cullen, ‘Political Violence: The case for the British Union of Fascists,’ op. cit., 245.

“ R.Griffin, “The Ugly Duckling,” in M.Cronin, (ed.) The Failure of British Fascism, o0p. Cit.,
161.

:; SUA R.Bellamy, We Marched with Mosley, op. cit., 309.
T.Linehan, East London for Mosley, op. cit., 277-9.
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Thomson, now completely immersed in the BUF struggle, was influenced by the

intellectual climate at the top of the movement and, through a slight

reinterpretation of his super-organic philosophy, could accommodate race hatred.
The conclusion must be that Raven Thomson’s anti-Semitism was genuine.

The study of Raven Thomson’s anti-Semitism would be incomplete

without an examination of its application, chiefly in and around the area where
they had most impact, East London. In particular his propaganda output during
the BUF’s attempt to return candidates in the 1937 London County Council
elections is explored. It will indicate a shrewd political movement carefully
attempting to be the beneficiary of incitement or public sympathy if challenged.
Thus the biography of Raven Thomson illustrates that anti-Semitism was a
genuine ideological stance, pragmatically implemented.

Raven Thomson’s activism was halted in May 1940 with his
imprisonment. After the authorities saw the aid given to the advancing German
armies by fascist groups in North West Europe, the BUF was deemed to pose a

security risk and a large proportion of the active membership was interned. In

many histories of British fascism this marks the end of the study. David Baker’s
insightful biography of A.K.Chesterton, a contemporary of Raven Thomson in
the BUF, by finishing in 1940, avoided discussing his subject’s significant
contribution to post-war fascism as first chairman of the National Front.* This
error has been amended in this thesis by the inclusion of three chapters dealing
with the period following this arbitrary termination point in the historiography.**
Chapter five initially concentrates on the circumstances surrounding
Raven Thomson’s internment. It corroborates the belief within the secondary
literature that it was prompted by a series of ominous meetings amongst the
fascist fringe, following the outbreak of war. The particular reasons for
incarcerating Raven Thomson, highlighted by the research, indicate that he did
indeed pose a threat in 1940, but not to British sovereignty. Rather, a wartime
crisis was predicted, that would enable the movement to travel from the political

periphery to the centre of government, as a peace party. The remainder of that

 See D.Baker, Ideology of Obsession, Taurus, London, 1995.

* This premature end to studies of Mosley fascism is still evident. See T.Linchan, British
Fascism 1918-39: Parties, Ideology and Culture, op. cit.
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chapter details the nature of internment and illustrates the origins of the shape of
post-war Mosleyism in the constraints of imprisonment.

Internment was designed to remove fascism from Britain. In this it failed,

though it did drastically shrink the numbers of activists still keen to continue
with Mosley after the War. This, coupled with public hostility following the

impact of the War, forced a much more covert style of operation to appear within
fascist activism. Chapter six concentrates upon the history of Mosley fascism

between 1945 and 1948. During this period, Mosleyism was sustained through a
seemingly disparate collection of ‘book clubs’ and street groups. With the fascist

leader’s high profile rendering him too visible to act as a unifying figure, it was

Raven Thomson who travelled the country meeting the Mosley faithful. Raven

Thomson also helped establish an effective propaganda machine for Mosleyism,

fronting the purchase of a printing firm so that fascist material could be
produced, and buying a lorry for use in open-air meetings. Whilst the material

available 1s slight, given the secretive nature of Mosley fascism at the time whilst

it was being rebuilt, the conclusion must be that the re-establishment of a single
movement in 1948 was largely thanks to the efforts of Raven Thomson.

The final chapter deals with the result of those efforts, the emergence of
‘Union Movement,” a Mosley led political entity. At present this is a largely
ignored facet of Britain’s fascist experience, lying as it does between the end of

the BUF and the National Front’s emergence in the 1970s. Compared with the
volume of literature on the BUF, the material on Union Movement is tiny and so
this thesis contributes to the initial understanding of the period, prior to any
significant source material releases. This lack of material also results in a wider
examination of the movement, given the dearth of material specifically related to
Raven Thomson. Based on the available information, this study concentrates on

the problems that Union Movement encountered and the lengths to which Raven

Thomson, as its secretary, had to go to keep the organisation viable. The chapter
also examines a new facet in this young field, the intellectual re-evaluation of

‘classical’ fascist doctrine in the new circumstances of altered global politics
after 1945. In Raven Thomson’s case this resulted in a renewed interest in a
revision of Spengler, founded in his earlier fascism, but integrating Hellenic

philosophy and a strain of American Nazism through Francis Parker Yockey,

who was for a short time a Union Movement member. Yockey’s impact on
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Mosleyism had previously been seen as slight. In the wake of the examination of
the Raven Thomson’s thought, it appears the American thinker profoundly
influenced the Secretary of Union Movement. Raven Thomson’s resulting
philosophy returned to arguments about the underlying historical forces at work
in society, though now Spenglerian morphology was replaced by a concept of
cultural pathology in the mind of a terminally ill man. The antidote was a new
society populated by Homo Socialis, the higher man, dedicated to service. With
the return to Spenglerian historicism and the construction of a new mankind to

combat decline, Raven Thomson finishes his journey in fascism much as he

began.

I

Before embarking on the biography of a man who spent 22 years in the
fascist movements of Sir Oswald Mosley, the definition of what ‘fascism’ is to

mean in this thesis must be isolated.* The main difficulty in attempting to
present a cohesive theory of fascism is the failure by fascists, their opponents and

scholars to propose a single uniform idea of the phenomenon, with the result that

a host of competing definitions confront any student. *® As one scholar in the
field began a recent history, ‘{ajt the end of the twentieth century fascism

remains probably the vaguest of the major political terms.”*’ Leading historians
of fascism all write of the need for academic consensus, only to propose their

own definition as the one that should be universally accepted.

This inability to develop a unified theory is founded in the complex

nature of fascism itself. The fascist genus has few common characteristics,

particularly at the level of mainstream political parties or regimes.*® It is

* The perception of fascism at work is crucial. The standard criticism of Lewis’s book on British
fascism was its conception of fascism as the politics of the hard centre, a position close enough to
Mosley’s own that it called into question the validity of his ideas. For the political nature of the
debate sce S.Payne, A History of Fascism, UCL, London, 1995, 5.

* “Even among academics, no other ‘ism’ has produced such conflicting interpretations, ranging
from the claim that fascism denoted little more than nihilistic violence, to the remarkable

asscrtion that this is “The Fascist Century,” R.Eatwell, ‘Towards a New Model of Generic
Fascism,’ Journal of Theoretical Politics, Vol.4 No.2, 1992, 161.

‘7S Payne, 4 History of Fascism, op. cit., 3. In 1976 the eminent historian of Italian Fascism,
Bem De Felice, wrote that the level of understanding about the phenomenon, over fifty years
since the founding of a regime, was ‘barely out of the polemical period.” See R.De Felice,

Fascism: An informal Introduction to its Theory and Practice, Transaction, New Jersey, 1976,
36-7.

* See S.Payne, A History of Fascism, op. cit., 462.
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susceptible to wide regional variations, as Juan Linz has shown, with the late
arrival of fascism in European national politics confining its development to
those areas of ideological space that remained.*” Thus a sated colonial power like
Britain produced domestic fascist ideology committed to defending empire,
whilst in Italy, impenial frustrations resulted in an ideology with a far more
aggressive expansionist foreign policy; both remained fascistic, however.
Attempts to discover a common core, present within all fascism’s variations, 1s
further hampered by the lack of a common intellectual founder, a Marx figure for
the creed. This in turn compels historians to cast around in the convoluted
intellectual milieu surrounding the turn of the century for fascism’s on gins.”

That it has continued to evolve, shedding its outer garments, particularly after

1945, adds complexity to any attempt to confine and study the phenomenon.”! A
further obstacle is the persistence of fascism in the modern world and the
incorporation of the histories of fascism into the contemporary development of

the creed. In Italy, Renzo De Felice, a biographer of Mussolini, courted
controversy with his belief that Nazism, due to its reactionary nature, did not
belong to the same political genus as Fascism.”? In distancing Fascism from the

atrocities of Nazism, he was accused of being an apologist for the Mussolini

regime. Israeli scholar Zeev Sternhell has been similarly criticised for
dismissing Germany from his analysis of fascism.”* So conscious was American
academic Stanley Payne of the problems, that in his 1980 treatise he stated, ‘my

endeavour has been to disengage this analysis as mush as possible from political

emotions and overt moralising.”>> This emotional content is perhaps the single

greatest handicap to objective academic studies. Too often ‘fascist’ is used as a

* See J.Linz, ‘Some Notes Toward a Comparative study of Fascism in Sociological Historical
Perspective,” in W.Laquerer (ed.) Fascism: A Reader’s Guide, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1979,
13-80.

*9Z.Sternhell, “Fascism,” in D Miller (ed.) The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Political Thought,

Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1987, 148-50, reprinted in R.Griffin, Infernational Fascism, 1998, 34.
Sce also R.Eatwell, Fascism — A History, op. cit., 3-29.

:; See M.Cronin ‘Introduction,’ op. cit., 4.
- R.De Felice, Fascism: An Interview with Michael Ledeen, op. cit., 15.

See E.Gentile, ‘Renzo De Felice: A Tribute,” Journal of Contemporary History, Vol.32 No.2,
1997, 139-151; M. A. Ledeen, ‘Renzo De Felice and the Controversy over Italian Fascism,” in
%Mosse (ed.) International Fascism: New Thoughts and Approaches, Sage, London, 1979, 126-

9.

:: Z.Sternhell, “Fascist Ideology’ in W.Laquerer (ed.) Fascism — A Readers Guide, op. cit., 328.

S.Payne, Fascism: Comparison and Definition, University of Wisconsin, London, 1980, viii.
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pejorative description of any authoritarian figure.”® Any student of fascism must
encounter these difficulties, yet the result is a field of research where study must

be exacting and conscious of its contemporary role, both characteristics of good

historical work.

Any theory proposed here must conform to an understanding of Raven
Thomson, with the result that his biographer has been highly selective from the

vast academic output relating to this topic.”’ It must also aid in explaining the
origins and development of his fascist beliefs. In Raven Thomson, we are
confronted with a fascist thinker, whose journey to fascism was informed by his
conception of history, where fascism acted as a redemptive force, challenging the

decline in civilisation that he believed underscored contemporary society. As

such a conceptual, rather than a theoretical analysis of fascism, is required, one

that explains this element of rebirth.”®
The 1dea of rebirth 1s bound up with a cultural critique that appeared in

the ;arly Twentieth Century. Contemporary society was judged in some
quarters, notably on the political nght, to have descended into sterile decadence,
and had lost its vigour. Across Europe a distinct group of meta-historians all
struggled with ideas of a declining historical cycle and proposed paths towards
restitution. This intellectual climate is key to any understanding of Raven
Thomson’s thought. The period following the Great War was one in which the
old social structures were failing. The impression that many thinkers had was of
a Europe mired in decadence, fatally compromised and in danger of imminent
collapse, as had occurred in 1917 with the Communist Revolution in Russia.
Amongst them were a substantial body of thinkers who chose to view the crisis
as part of an underlying cyclical historical process, where Europe’s difficulties
illustrated the culmination of the cycle.

It 1s important to note that the terms ‘cyclical historian’ and “fascist’ are
not interchangeable, but ideas of rebirth provide a bridge between the two.
Whilst Spengler was not proposing fascism in The Decline of the West, and later

stayed aloof from the actualities of Nazi politics in his native Germany, others

> Idem., “Historical fascism and the Radical Ri ght,” Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 35
No.1, 2000 111.

> ‘Ultlmately any ‘ism’ is a heuristic construction, whose value derives from generatmg more
insights than confusion.” R.Eatwell, “Towards a New Model of Generic Fascism,’ op. cit., 166.
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did participate in fascist movements. In Italy, senior Fascists Alfredo Rocco and
Giovanni Gentile both conceived of Fascism as an antidote to decadence. Rocco
saw history as a struggle between order and disintegration, and championed the
legislating conqueror.> Gentile saw history as a battle of heroes against
individualism.®® In Belgium, Paul De Man also saw contemporary society as the
result of an underlying historical collapse. His antidote was an ethical
socialism.®’ Raven Thomson thus a British contingent to this small but distinct
band of travellers and a theory of fascism must make sense of this journey and

the nature of the fascist ideology that he was to disseminate.

With this at the forefront of our understanding, an examination of fascism
as a distinct ideology proves most useful. As historian Roger Eatwell writes,

A political ideology is a relatively coherent set of empirical and
normative beliefs and thought, focusing on the problems of human nature,
the process of history and socio-political arrangements. °62

In effect ideology is ‘a set of basic ideas and policies about the

organisation of society.”* Defining fascism through the characteristics of the

fascist ideology has largely fallen to four academics, each with a different
conception of what constitutes the essential core of the fascist genus: Eatwell,
Payne, Sternhell and the Bnitish academic Roger Griffin. All four develop an

understanding of ‘generic’ or common fascism based in a ideal set of central

ideological elements that they argue must be present for an individual,

movement, party or regime to be correctly viewed as “fascist.”®*

Like all general types and concepts in political analysis, generic fascism
1s an abstraction, which never existed in pure empirical form, but

> Tbid., 161. Eatwell described the conceptual approach as one focusing on ideology, in

dlStlnCtIOIl to the theoretical perspective that examines fascism’s support.
> Tbid., 176. 185.

%0 Ibid., 177.

! “Here it should be pointed out that the 1dea of ethical socialism, of an “cternal socialism was
very widespread in the period from 1920 to 1935. De Man could not ignore Spengler who also
became a protagonist of an eternal socialism.” Z.Sternhell, “The ¢Anti-materialist’ Revision of

Marxism as an Aspect of the Rise of Fascist Ideology,’ Journal of Contemporary History, Vol.22
No.3, 1987, 392.
62 R.Eatwell ‘Ideologies: Approaches and Trends,’ in R.Eatwell & A Wright, Contemporary
Political Ideologies, Pinter, London, 1993, 9-10. Eatwell highlighted the difficulty of
concentrating the study of fascism on fascist thinkers or movements, concerned that the former
might not necessarily impact upon the latter. With this thesis premised on the impact of a thinker
upon a movement, the methodological concern is abrogated. Ibid., 10.

REatwell “Towards a New Model of Generic Fascism,’ op. cit., 172.

[F] ascism was a genuine ideology and....it is best defined in these terms.” R.Eatwell, ‘On

Defining the Fascist Minimum: The Centrality of Ideology,’ Journal of Political Ideologies,
Vol.1 No.3, 1996, 303.
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constitutes a conceptual device, which serves to clarify the analysis of
individual political phenomena.®

This reliance on a conceptual analysis is made more important by the failure of
Mosley fascism to implement any of its ideas. The result is a fascist ideology

free from the deformities of compromise within the political mainstream.®® As

one commentator argued ‘[tJhe movement is the idea of reality, the party and the

regime are the realisation of this reality with all the objective difficulties that this

entails.”®’ Whilst the result of political frustration is grandiose planning, ‘the

nature of an ideology is always clearer in its aspirations than in its

v63

applications.””” Yet we must be wary of distancing fascist actuality too far from

ideology, for ‘[i]t is dangerous to confuse the compromises of fascism once in

power with actual pragmatism. Fascism was never pragmatic and in power acted
in conformity with the spirit of its ideology.’®’

Stanley Payne, triangulates the location of fascism within three criteria:
negations (those things it opposes); ideology and goals; and the prevailing style
and organisation presented.”’ Payne argues that the generic model excludes
extremes on the periphery of the central beliefs’* He is also willing to incorporate
Linz’s idea of fascist as latecomer to explain the national variations in the
appearance of fascism.”? In 1996, compelled by the direction of the

historiography within fascist studies, towards single sentence definitions and

away from shopping lists of fascist ingredients, Payne proposed his own single

sentence defimtion,

[Fascism is] a form of revolutionary ultra-nationalism for national rebirth
that is based on a primarily vitalist philosophy, is structured on elitism,

mass mobilisation and the Fuhrurprinzip, positively values violence as an

°>S.Payne, 4 History of Fascism, op. cit., 4.

® R De Felice, Fascism: An Informal Introduction to its Theory and Practice, op. cit., 43-44,

M. A Ledeen, ‘Renzo De Felice and the Controversy over Italian Fascism,’ op. cit., 126; Seec
S.Payne, A History of Fascism, op. cit., 10, 467-8.

® R De Felice, Fascism: An Informal Introduction to its Theory and Practice, op. cit., S1. See
also Z.Sternhell, The Birth of Fascist Ideology, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1994, 193,
249,

* A. Costa Pinto, ‘Fascist Ideology Revisited: Zeev Sternhell and His Critics,” Furopean History

Quarterly, Vol. 16, 1986, 467, S.Payne, A History of Fascism, op. cit,. 467.
“Ibid., 477.

70 S.Payne, Fascism: Comparison and Definition, op. cit., 7.

" “For this reason the typological description may serve as an analytic or heuristic device, but

should not be used as a monolithic reified taxonomic category.” S.Payne, A History of Fascism,
0?. Cit., 465.
7

S.Payne, Fascism: Comparison and Definition, op. cit., 8.
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end as %ell as a means and tends to normalise war and/or the military
values.

It can be argued that Payne’s list is merely a series of ideologies and fails to get
close enough to the motivating core of the fascistic perspective. The negations,
first isolated by Ernst Nolte, are all ideological standpoints, premised in the
circumstances which fascism finds itself; the style and organisation of fascist
movements are founded on its ideas about man and society..'M His list approach
is unwieldy as a tool for analysis, with a great many attributes competing for
prominence and little indication from the author which are central ideas and
which peripheral additions. Payne’s list approach has also been criticised for its
assumptions about fascism, underestimating the subtly and development of the
phenomenon.” The cherished fascist idea of ‘the movement,” emphasises this
point; fascism was a dynamic entity, one unsuited for static examination. The
result of the list approach is either an analysis that encompasses all the attributes
and is too shallow, or a few and is too biased. His new single sentence approach
is clearly a compromise based in Griffin’s concept of fascism (see below) with

some of the ingredients from his own list used for garnish.

The principle difficulty of utilising the work of Roger Eatwell is his
evolving conception of fascism, which has undergone several revisions during
the 1990s. Eschewing a single sentence definition until recently, in 1992, he
discussed fascism in the context of four characteristics: in 1992: Natural History,

Geopolitics, Political economy, and the Movement.” By 1996 these had
changed to Nationalism, Radicalism, Holism and Third Way thinking.”’ In 1997

Eatwell contributed a single sentence defimtion of generic fascism as,

[A]n ideology that strives to forge social rebirth based on a holistic

national radical Third Way, though this in practise fascism has tended to
stress style, especially action and the chansmatic leader, more than

detailed Qrogramme and to engage in a Manichean demonisation of its
enemies.’

"3 Ydem., A History of Fascism, op. cit . cited in R.Eatwell, ‘On defining the ‘Fascist Minimum,””
op. cit., 308-9,

R.Eatwell, ‘On defining the ‘Fascist Minimum,’’ op. cit., 309: Sce S.Payne, A History of
Fascism, op. cit., 5.
> Idem., “Towards a New Model of Generic Fascism,’ op. cit., 166.
S Ibid., 175, 178-80. The 4 elements described fascism as a movement searching for the new

man, within a unified community, proposing an alternative to Liberalism and Marxism.
’ See Idem., “Fascism,’ op. cit.

"8 R Eatwell, ‘On Defining the ‘Fascist Minimum,’’ op. cit., 303, 313.
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The main difficulty in using Eatwell is his rejection of the validity of rebirth
ideology, so evident throughout Raven Thomson’s work, as ‘banal’, choosing
instead to believe that fascism’s use of regeneration was merely a tool,
legitimising regimes by emphasising the national roots of the creed.” Itis telling
that his idea of fascist rebirth sees it as a destination for fascism rather than the
engine itself. He goes on to argue that ‘the theme of rebirth was important
because it allowed fascist propaganda to fudge whether what was really sought
was a radically new society, or essentially a restoration of the old.’® Eatwell also
believes ‘policy should not necessarily be seen as providing the true key to
fascist ideology.”®' Whilst he was referring to fascist regimes rather than

movements, this is not a helpful methodology with which to understand the

BUF’s Director of Policy. He also describes the fascist movements as populated
by ‘individuals who were mainly lightweight theoretical magpies, borrowing

from diverse sources and developing ideas to accommodate both contextual and

»32

principled changes.””* Yet Raven Thomson is a case study in fidelity to his core

1deas.

The perception of fascism as a phenomenon understood by its adherents

in historical terms underpins Israeli scholar Zeev Sternhell’s concept of
fascism.™ Sternhell proposes that the key aspect of fascist ideology is an anti-

matenialist revision of Marxism. In his analysis, fascist ideology has its ongins

in European Socialism’s use of psychology and nationalism, following the failure
of Marx’s materialist conception of history to yield a revolutionary proletanat

after the First World War.** Sternhell conceives of fascism as a ‘synthesis of

organic nationalism and anti-Marxist socialism,’ striving to forge a third way

between right and left wing thought.”

" Ibid., 311.

* Ibid.

*! R.Eatwell, “Towards a New Model of Generic Fascism,’ op. cit., 174,

°2 Ibid., 175.

®3 Z.Sternhell, ‘Fascism,’ op. cit., 31-3; Sce also Idem., “The *Anti-materialist’ Revision of
Marxism as an Aspect of the Rise of Fascist Ideology,’ op. cit., 379-400.

** *[1)f one fails to take into account this initially socialistic revolt against materialism, fascist
1deology can hardly be understood.’ Z.Sternhell, ‘Fascism,’ op. cit., 31-3.

83 Ibid., ‘Only a new communal and anti-individualistic civilisation was deemed 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 a harmonious, organic
collectivity was held to be the nation — a nation enjoyed a moral unity which Liberalism and
Marxism, both agents of warfare and disunity, could never provide.” Z.Sternhell, ‘Fascism,’ op.
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With an organic philosophy of human society and a brief visit to
Communism in 1931, Raven Thomson does appear, at first inspection, to be a
strong candidate for an interpretation that adheres to Sternhell’s model. % Yet
despite his political allegiances earlier in the decade, Raven Thomson’s fascist
philosophy in the 1930s contains little Marxism to revise.°' Instead Spengler
provides the foundation for his outlook, with his unfolding natural series of
seasonal elites and events. Sternhell has been criticised for failing to link the
mythic and rational elements of fascist intellectual development; this 1s certainly

disproved 1n the case of Raven Thomson.*® Sternhell’s definition, in common

with Eatwell’s, is a useful indicator of fascism, but it fails to illuminate the

motivation and activism of fascists such as Raven Thomson.

The final conceptual interpretation of fascism is Roger Griffin’s. For

Griffin, fascism can be succinctly described as a

...genus of political ideology whose mythic core in its various

permutations is a palingenetic form of populist ultra-nationalism.”

If we unpack this definition, we uncover a perspective on fascism that sees the
phenomenon as one committed at its deepest level to ideas of rebirth. ? Fascism
is here a body of thought drawing its inspiration and dynamism from a

conception that in order for a country to survive its present circumstance, there

cit., 31. Sec also G.Mosse, A General Theory of Fascism,” in G.Mosse (ed.), International
Fascism, op. cit., 10.

®6 R Eatwell, ‘On defining the ‘Fascist Minimum,”’ op. cit., 306.

57 ¢[1]t is important to stress that the *socialism’ of fascism was essentially propagandist, or more
specifically anti-capitalist. Fascists never held what are usually key socialist ideas, most notably
conceptions relating to equality (though there was a strong element of ‘welfarism’ in fascism) and
ownership.’ R.Eatwell, ‘“Towards a New Model of Generic Fascism,’ op. cit., 181.

*® Idem., ‘On defining the ‘Fascist Minimum,”’ op. cit., 307.

8 R Griffin, The Nature of Fascism, Routledge, London, 1992, 26. Subsequent studies by Griffin
into fascism have since 1992 proceeded on this premise and his concept can be found at the core
of all his writings. idem, Fascism, OQUP, Oxford, 1995; idem ‘British Fascism: The Ugly
Duckling,’ in M.Cronin (ed.) The Failure of British Fascism, Croon Helm, London, 1996, 160-
183; idem, ed. International Fascism, Amold, London, 1999; idem, ‘Revolution of the Right:
Fascism,’ in D.Parker (ed.) Revolutions and Revolutionary Traditions in the West 1560-1989,
Routledge, London, forthcoming. Professor Griffin has placed the majority of his articles on the
Oxford Brookes University website: www. Brookes.ac.uk/schools/humanities/staff. He has
recently included an organic aspect to fascist nationalism. See idem., Infernational Fascism, op.
cit., 13

*® It is a myth impervious to historical facts.” R.Griffin ‘British Fascism: The Ugly Duckling,’
op. cit, 180; See idem., The Nature of Fascism, op. cit. Griffin’s theory has already received
extensive use in the study of British fascism and the scholar has contributed to the debate. David
Baker co-opted Griffin into the monograph of his thesis. Thomas Linehan’s newest book declares

his support for the palingenetic idea. Sec D.Baker, Ideology of Obsession, op. cit.; T.Linchan,
British fascism 1918-39, op. cit., 5.
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must be a rebirth of the nation.”" Griffin argues that this element is crucial to

understanding fascism, and that this is the core perception underscoring an

emerging consensus amongst conceptual historians.”

[Fascism is] a genus of modern, mass politics which, while extremely
heterogeneous in its social support and in the specific ideology promoted

by its many permutations, draws its internal cohesion and driving force
from a core myth that a period of perceived national decline and

decadence is giving way to one of rebirth and renewal in a post-liberal
new order.””

As has been shown ideas of rebirth now informs the concepts of fascism

proposed by Payne and Eatwell.”

Critics of Griffin’s approach argue that the single sentence definition 1s
too broad to be used as an analytic tool. Payne argues that palingenesis covers a
great deal of ideological ground, but allows the application of his own definition

to ‘conform generally to the ideal type.””> Eatwell, who as we have seen, views

rebirth as a result of other features of fascism, believes palingenesis to be a piece
of propaganda, allowing a reactionary regime to retrench itself. Yet fascismis a
revolutionary phenomenon, despite the criticisms this stance receives.

The central point being made here is that fascism was never reactionary

or conservative in the sense that it sought to simply restore or consolidate
old values. It had radical new values of its own that it sought to

inculcate, though it realised that in some social systems this might be best
achieved through various forms of accommodation.”

If it rebirth were indeed merely propaganda, it is to be expected that the use of
rebirth ideas would be presented as required by fascists. Yet Raven Thomson is

even discussing rebirth when describing state structure, when expressing
defiance during internment and promoting a new social order after the War. The
question then becomes, where is the divide between a piece of propaganda used

all the time and an ideology? If ideology is sincere, and propaganda, is

I “Our myth is the nation; Our myth 1s the greatness of our nation,” Benito Mussolini cited in
J.Weiss, The Nature of Fascism, London, 1967.

”? The idea of a mobilising myth was developed by the French syndicalist George Sorel, in his
book, Reflections on Violence (1906).

> R.Griffin, ‘Introduction,’ /nternational Fascism, op. cit., 14; See idem., ‘Revolution from the
Right: Fascism,’ op. cit.
' Ibid. Scc also S.Payne, ‘Historical fascism and the Radical Right,’ op. cit., 110; R Eatwell,
;911 defining the ‘Fascist Minimum,”’ op. cit., 303.

S.Payne, 4 History of Fascism, op. cit., 7. If anthropologist Joseph Campbell is to be believed,
then all world cultures are to some degree underpinned by “The adventure of the hero’ myths,

which all culminate in a return or resurrection. See J.Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand
Faces, Fontana, London, 1993.

%6 R.Eatwell, “Towards a New Model of Generic Fascism,” op. cit., 188-9.
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pragmatic, this biography directs us firmly towards the former conclusion,
through Raven Thomson’s belief in rebirth. One criticism of Griffin’s approach,
which is borne out through this research, is the ambiguity surrounding the exact
nature of fascist rebirth. For fascists, rebirth was a singular event, experienced
collectively, with a discernable destination. Cyclical historians, such as the pre-
fascist Raven Thomson, also see growth, decay and re-growth as part of the
historical process. For them, rebirth is perpetual. Raven Thomson’s fascism is
premised on a concept of rebirth that moves from the ever-returning divine

superman to the temporal fascist project.

Despite the criticisms levelled at Griffin’s work, the importance of rebirth

myths to animate fascism is clearly reflected in Raven Thomson’s own

understanding of the fascist cause. Raven Thomson even mitigates a criticism of
Griffin by Eatwell. Eatwell copies his own criticism of Sternhell, by arguing that
Gniffin’s approach doesn’t link the rational and mythic elements of fascism.”’
This concept of rebirth, with fascism aware of'its significance as a historical

force, 1s one that underlines Raven Thomson’s journey towards and his

conception of fascism. ”* Griffin writes,

For fascism to have as wide an appeal as possible it is essential that its
central myth of the regenerated national community act as a sort of
ideological Rorschach test, one which allows revolutionaries of various

hues, some even socialist radicals, to read into their own diagnosis of the
decadence of the present society and their own remedy for its ills.”

Raven Thomson took the test, and saw in it his communal superman reborn.
The concept of fascism looking backwards but aiming into the future,

also abrogates some of the conundrums that have beset fascism studies. In
particular it bridges Renzo De Felice’s division between fascism and Nazism.
Now instead of Fascism attempting to create something new, and Nazism

engaged on a reactionary attempt to restore the old, both can be accommodated

100

in the same process. Palingenesis also allows for a new examination of

fascism’s ambiguous relationship with modernity, which has baffled scholars

who could not reconcile the aesthetics of the medieval idyll in Nazism with the

’’ 1dem., ‘On defining the “Fascist Minimum,’’ op. cit., 311.
zz R.Griffin, ‘Introduction’ in International Fascism, op. cit., 9-10.
lmldem..,,, ‘British fascism: The Ugly Duckling,’ op. cit., 168,
R. De Felice, Fascism: An Informal Introduction to its Theory and Practice, op. cit., 55-6.
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autobahn programme.'®" Further, the phenomenon is truly revolutionary 1n its
desire to mobilise the nation in a single endeavour of rejuvenation; ‘For the first
time there was an attempt to mobilise the masses and to involve them in the
political life of the country.”'® The attempt to construct a new state from the
blueprint of an old mythic utopia, saw fascists attempting to change the culture of
their society and times through a specific vision of a unified utopian past.

The most distinctive way fascism implemented its palingenetic designs

103

was through culture.™ It is through the management of culture that fascism

made its chief bid to regenerate the nation. This facet of fascism’s nature is

Increasingly coming under academic scrutiny. The idea that the fascist regimes

merely used culture for social control is losing credibility.’®* In its place comes a
realisation that it was through the control of culture that the fascist project took
on its most ambitious work, revolutionising its constituent individuals. This new

perspective has impacted on the interpretations of Griffin, Payne and Sternhell,

the latter writing.

Setting out as it did to create a new civilisation, a new type of human
being and a totally new way of life, fascism could not conceive of any

spherﬁ) ;)f human activity remaining immune from intervention by the
state.

Payne, too, has perceived the potency of fascism’s use of cultural control,

[Dlecadence could only be overcome through a revolutionary new culture
led by new elites....The goal was to envelop the participant in a mystique

and community of ritual that appealed to the aesthetic and the spiritual
sense as well as the political.'®

The final aim of the cultural project was the creation of a new type of fascist

mar. 107

The goal of metaphysical idealism and vitalism was the creation of a new
man, a new style of culture that achieved both physical and artistic
excellence, and that prized courage, daring, and the overcoming of

"% See E. Gentile, ‘Impending Modemnity: Fascism and the Ambivalent Image of the United
States,” Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 28 No.1, 1993, 7-29.

:22 M.A Ledeen, ‘Renzo De Felice and the Controversy over Italian Fascism,” op .cit., 127.
S.Payne, Fascism: Comparison and Definition, op. cit., 10.

“i“ This understanding was the obvious conclusion when fascism was reduced to a creed of
glsluhsm and violence. See H.Kedward, Fascism in Western Europe, op. cit., 4.
Z.Sternhell, ‘Fascism,’ op. cit., 34.

:2‘: S.Payne, A History of Fascism, op. cit., 9, 12,

Mosse has argued that this view of cultural management originated with the French
@olutionary culture. De Felice too has argued that this fascist view was based in enlightenment
view that man perfectible. G.Mosse, ‘Fascism and the French Revolution,’ Journal of

Contemporary History, Vol.24 No.1, 1989, 5-26; M.Ledeen, ‘Renzo De Felice and the
controversy over Italian fascism, op. cit., 128; See R.De Felice, Fascism, op. cit., 44.
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previously established limits in the growth of a supertor new culture
which engaged the whole man.'®

This new perspective has informed the study of Raven Thomson’s fascism, with
the conventional treatment of his corporatism providing an opportunity for a

study into the cultural vitality he was attempting to introduce through the system.

The pioneer in this field George Mosse, who saw the cultural aspect of
the fascist program as crucial to any understanding of fascism and its appeal.

Cultural history centers [sic] above all upon the perception of man and
women and how these are shaped and enlisted at a particular place and
time. Quite consciously fascism addressed people’s perceptions of their
situation in life and their hopes for the future, and therefore it is essential
to understand fascist self-representation was so successful in taking up

and satisfying these Perceptions if we are to gauge the depth of the
movement’s appeal.

Fascism was attempting to revolutionise how life was lived, and also create the
individuals who would live it, through art, music, architecture, film, rallies and
the regime itself:''’ ‘Fascism considered itselfin a permanent war, which in the
service of a higher cause, would unleash all the hidden energy of men, foot
soldiers of a civic religion.”''' Whatever the precise origins of the desire to

manage national culture to foster national regeneration, Raven Thomson was a

fascist who saw fascism’s mission very much in these terms.''?

Before concluding this swift examination of the theories surrounding
fascism, it 1s worthwhile examining two areas of fascist studies that have been
avoided in this biography; psychological and Marxist interpretations.'"
Psychological studies suggest, ‘that a particular sort of person, with a definable

character structure, will be drawn towards the politics of fascism.’!'* The

existence of a particular national or group psyche to explain the acceptance of

108 S.Payne, a History of Fascism, op. cit., 8.

' G.L.Mosse, The Fascist Revolution: Toward a General Theory of Fascism, Howard Fertig,
New York, 2000, xi.

"' R.De Felice, “Fascism,” in P.Cannistraro (ed. in chief), Historical Dictionary of Fascist Italy,
Greenwood, London, 1982, 214.

:i; G.L.Mosse, The Fascist Revolution: Toward a General Theory of Fascism, op. ¢it., Xvi.

The similarities between fascist secular liturgy and religious observance have been noted
before. See T.Parsons, ‘Some Sociological Aspects of the fascist Movements,” op. cit., 125.
Italian academic Emilio Gentile even proposed a theory of fascism that saw it as a political
religion. See E.Gentile, ‘Fascism as Political Religion,’ Journal of Contemporary History, Vol.25
}\llo.s 2-3, 1990, 229-51.

* See S.Payne, “The Concept of Fascism,” in S. Larsen etal, Who were the Fascists — Social
Roots of European Fascism, Universitetforlaget, Bergen, 1980, 15-16.

" M.Billig, “Psychological Aspects of Fascism,” Patterns of Prejudice, Vol.24 No.1, 1990, 19.
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fascism has largely been discredited as an analytical means of understanding the
phenomenon, based primarily on the observation that ‘fascists are not all
alike.’'"> Any utility in using a psychological understanding of Raven
Thomson’s fascism is compromised by the lack of information this researcher
has gathered about Raven Thomson’s personality. At the end of this research,
we have few indications of the type of man Raven Thomson actually was. This
also impacts on any understanding of the interplay between the personality of
this fascist and his ideology. The little we do know contradicts several of the
mainstream psychological models for fascism. An affair in the late 1930s seems

to indicate against the assertion that sexual frustration was a root cause of a
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fascist’s conversion and commitment. "~ If he was scared of personal freedom

and wished to conform, he led a remarkably adventurous life during his twenties,
and his decision to join a fascist movement in 1933, after the worst of the

depression, make personal insecurity unlikely as a motivator towards fascist

activism.'!’

Of greater insight might have been the work of Theodor Adorno on
foundation of fascism in an ‘authoritarian personality.’''® This perception of a
fascist has already been linked to Raven Thomson’s peer, A.K.Chesterton.!"”
Raven Thomson’s desire to rationalise the world into an understandable
framework of authority, through his Spenglerian history and corporatist planning
would seem to indicate a desire to simplify life into a series of frameworks, as in
the Adorno model. The prevalence across Europe of other visionaries, all on a
similar journey to understand contemporary society as part of a mythic process is
a clear indication that the path existed.

The main cnticism of the psychological branch of fascist studies is the
assumptions about fascism they exhibit. Fascism is portrayed as so irrational and

beyond conventional society, that to join must indicate a deformed personality.

As a thesis founded on a desire to understand Raven Thomson’s ideas and

' 1bid., 23.

”6‘Ibid., 21. Wilhelm Reich, The Mass Psychology of Fascism (1970). Given Mosley’s
hilandering during the 1920s and 30s concepts of sexual inhibition seem tenuous.

" Ibid., 21. Erich Fromm, Fear of Freedom (1960), Sec T.Linchan, British Fascism 1918-39:
Parties ideology and culture, op. cit., 3.

- Ibid, 24,
D.Baker, “The Appeal of Fascism,” op. cit., 3.
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activism, it would have been unhelpful and tenuous to start from the premise that

he was a deficient or damaged person.

How his personality shaped the ideology he proposed is a far subtler
question within this branch of historical research, which again founders on a lack
of biographical source material. This is in stark comparison to other Blackshirt
biographies. Half of the chapters in both Skidelsky’s study of Mosley and

Baker’s book of Chesterton cover their lives prior to fascism. Without personal
testimony or an autobiography to ground any such study for Raven Thomson, the
impression given is rather as if we have missed the first act of the play, and have

been given a hurried synopsis. As a result we can study Raven Thomson, but

cannot know him.'* Once in the fascism it is clear that this environment
dominated his understanding, most notably his conversion to a stance of anti-
Semitism, and Europeanism after the War. The crucial relationship with Mosley
is shrouded in political rhetoric. Raven Thomson was but one voice in the BUF
and Union Movement praising Mosley. Mosley in turn wrote warmly, but
sparsely, of his lieutenant. Neither presented a personal view of their long
relationship. Clearly a friendship existed, yet from the testimonies of other
Mosley men, it does appear that many placed ‘the Leader’ on a pedestal, which
works against any idea of close familiarity.'*’

This thesis has also eschewed using Marxist theories of fascism to
explain the development of Raven Thomson towards and within the BUF.
Without doing the more sophisticated theories an injustice through over-
simplification, Marxists believe that in the wake of a severe economic crisis,
fascism 1s used by large capitalist concerns to retain order and suppress the
transfer of control over the means of production to the working classes.'*
Fascists, in this understanding of the phenomenon, are predominantly drawn
from the part of society that has recently moved out of the working classes, and
in the climate of crisis choose to support fascism in order to prevent a return to

their old status. Fascism is thus deemed to be reactionary insofar as it prevents

*** This is in sharp contrast to the regular character assessments Mosley receives. Skidelsky in

1980 was able to conclude that “‘fascism for Mosley was a simultancous solution to a host of

problems both on the political and personal planes,” an equation I cannot calculate for Raven

Thomson. R_Skidelsky, ‘Reflections on Mosley and British fascism’ in R. Thurlow & K.Lunn,

gqiﬁsh Fascism, op. cit., 96. See also R.C.Thurlow, Fascism in Britain, op. cit., 298.

> See F.Beckett, ‘The Rebel Who Lost His Cause,’ History Today, Vol.44 No.5, 1994, 42.
See D.Guerin, Fascism and Big Business, Monad Press, New York, 1973.
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the revolution of the masses. Whilst Marxist theories can be cohesive, they fail
to consider that the two main fascist regimes were at different stages of economic
development; Germany was heavily industrialised: Italy was largely agranan. In
downplaying the role of ideology within fascism, Marxist theories also fail to
note the gathering cultural ingredients of the previous S0 years prior to the
establishment of the first regime in Italy. Economic collapse provided the spark
that ignited fascism but other materials were the fuel. Finally, to reduce Raven

Thomson’s belief in fascism to an economic imperative rejects the logical

progression of his thought to a subsidiary rather than central role.!*

/]|

In conclusion, what follows is the establishment of Raven Thomson as a

significant member of British fascism. Foremost, it is a political biography of a
fascist, where both thought and action were harnessed to the struggle for public
support. It is therefore the biography of a political figure, in the context of his
politics. Yet the construction of a biography in this area is also a political act.
Part intellectual history, it develops certain themes evident in other histories from
the area, whilst presenting new avenues for research. It discusses, as
conclusively as source material allows, the making and shaping of a fascist,
together with an assessment of the movements in which he participated. It 1s also
part cultural history, insofar as it attempts to place Raven Thomson in the context
of the Mosley fascist experiment; ‘Fascism considered as a cultural movement
means seeing fascism as it saw itself and its followers saw it, to attempt to
understand the movement in its own terms.’!%* Lastly it is a history of fascism,
which however minutely, will inform understanding of the general phenomenon.
For if we subscribe to Angelo Tasca’s statement ‘to define fascism is first and

foremost to write its history,’ this thesis represents a small step in a far larger

journey to isolate and uncover the creed.'”> With the persistence of fascism in

' R Eatwell, ‘On defining the ‘Fascist Minimum,”* 304,

:i;' G.L.Mosse, The Fascist Revolution: Toward a General Theory of Fascism, op. Cit., X.
E.Gentile, ‘Renzo De Felice: A Tribute,’ op. cit., 148.
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Britain, the responsibility that has been placed on historians is to ‘inoculate the

present generation against the fascist virus. 126

** V. Bogdanor, ‘A Decply Flawed Hero,” Encounter, June 1975, 69-77 cited in R Skidelsky,

;I;eﬂections on Mosley and British Fascism’ in R Thurlow & K.Lunn, British Fascism, op. cit.,
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Chapter One: The Making of a Fascist?

It is symbolic of this modern movement that the intellectual takes his proud

place among the rank and file of the Street fighters, while the fighting men
begin to think.’

Biography is in part an attempt to reconstruct the path of an individual
towards the area of significance for which they deserve study. In assessing the

development of a fascist within a country that in the main rejected the creed, it 1s
tempting to see this journey as one of descent, out of the recognised body politic
and ‘beyond the pale.” Fascists failed to view their activism in such terms. For
them it was the nation that was in danger of decline. In response, they were
participating in an attempt at national rebirth through the medium of fascism.* The
centrality of this distinctive concept of rebirth in fascist ideology is subjective, with

individual fascists perceiving the nature of this rejuvenation differently depending

upon their personal experiences.”

The precise location and chronology of a discreet point of transition into
fascism in such a journey is difficult to isolate. The time and place of the border
crossing into accepting enough tenets of the ideology is often hidden.* Some
individuals may travel across this division many times, though once Alexander
Raven Thomson joined Sir Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists (BUF) he
remained with the fascist leader until his death, 22 years later. Involvement in a
fascist movement lies some way within this new political geography, so that an
individual might be a fascist without ever donning a uniform, paying a subscription
or marching with their comrades. The precise method and direction of travel into
fascism has been the subject of many debates about its nature. Raven Thomson’s
reasons for choosing the creed were part of an intellectual decision concerning his

perception of contemporary society. Though this view would metamorphose

dunng the early 1930s, it remained at the core of his fascist thought and informed

his concept of what fascism was ultimately for.

; I.Drennan, Oswald Mosley, BUF and British fascism, BUF Publications, London, 1934, 203-4.
T.Linchan, East London for Mosley, Frank Cass, London, 1995, 298.

> R.Eatwell, “Towards a New Model of Generic Fascism,” Journal of Theoretical Politics, Vol .4
{\10.2, 1992, 161-94; R Griffin, The Nature of Fascism, Routledge, London, 1992, 26-3535; idem.,
4G-eneral Introduction, ° in R.Griffin (ed.) Fascism, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1995, 1-12.

In this study terms such as proto-, quazi- and pseudo-fascism to indicate partial acceptance of the
creed have been avoided as unhelpful.



31

Chief among the questions asked of the 1930’s in Europe is the attraction of
fascism. Numerous studies have attempted to ascertain why individuals in these
countries, either in such great or limited numbers were drawn to fascism as a
solution to their perceived ills.” In studies that concentrate on the leaders of fascist
groups, an examination of biography is common, in search of clues to a tendency

towards fascism that, it is argued, was only realised within fascist activism. A
recent biography of A K.Chesterton, a leading member of the BUF, endorsed the
opinion of his wife; that prior to joining the ‘Blackshirt’ movement he had been ‘a
prophet in search of a creed.”® Indeed the thesis from which the book was drawn
was entitled ‘[t]he Making of a Fascist.”’ Studies of Raven Thomson too have not
been immune from this trend, with one stating, ‘in Mosley, [Raven] Thomson
found the leader and in fascism the faith he had been looking for.”® Yet to consider
Raven Thomson’s life prior to his entry into the Mosley movement, a time-span of
33 years, within the narrow confines of a preordained journey to fascism, is too
simplistic, and challenged by an affiliation with Communism in 1931.

Previous attempts at examining Raven Thomson’s journey to fascism have
been basic. In most studies his route into the BUF has consisted of a short note, as
in Benewick, that he had been a member of the Communist Party before joining the
movement and had in 1932 published a ‘pretentious book’ called Civilization as
Divine Superman.’ Lewis briefly notes this connection with Communism in an
argument about left wing thought in the BUF, but does not go into detail.'®
Skidelsky, in a biography of Mosley, noted the influence of the German historian
Oswald Spengler on Raven Thomson’s book. Mosley’s biographer argued that in
the 1932 book, Raven Thomson rejected some of Spengler’s ideas and this had

prompted his turn to Communism, though a rejection of the materialist conception

> See P.Merkl, ‘Comparing Fascist Movements,” in S.Larsen etal (eds.) Who were the Fascists? -
ES'ocial Roots of European fascism, Universitetsforlaget, Bergen, 1980, 752-83.
D.Baker, Ideology of Obsession, Taurus, London, 1995, 123.

’ See D.Baker “The Making of a Fascist: the case of A. K. Chesterton,” PhD Thesis, University of
Sheffield, 1982.

s R.Skidelsky, Oswald Mosley, Macmillan, London, 1975, 345. Benewick too attempted to

lllustrate the existence of a ‘composite type” when examining the BUF leadership. See R.Benewick,
The Fascist Movement in Britain, Allen Lane, London, 1972, 128.

? R.Benewick, The Fascist Movement in Britain, op. cit., 117.
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of history made the affiliation a short one.!! Mosley, in his autobiography,
believed that it had been his own ideas at the time, together with his interest in

Raven Thomson’s book when the two met, that had been crucial to the

conversion.'? The fascist press, a source deemed ‘substantially honest’ by Mandle

in its treatment of BUF biographies, believed that ‘[s]tudies led him towards the

possibilities of evolving a higher form of social order, and finally to Fascism.”"

Raven Thomson left few detailed explanations for his decision to become a fascist
activist in 1933, and thus his biographer must construct a plausible set of

conditions to explain the nature of his journey towards, and satisfaction with,

Mosley fascism.

This attempt to examine the reasons for Raven Thomson’s journey is in

keeping with a general academic move away from the stereotyping of individuals
that was found in early explanations for the membership of British fascism."* In

the 1960s, Mandle’s study of the BUF leadership noted ‘four marked
characteristics of the group have so far emerged: youth, a high level of education, a
striking proportion of ex-officers and extensive overseas experience.” Whilst
Raven Thomson exhibits all of these criteria, so did many of his generation, most
of whom did not turn to fascism.””> Later studies have concluded, as Rawnsley in

1980, that ‘the BUF like other fascist organisations, attracted all sorts of people for

a variety of reasons.’'

This study utilises much of the available information on Raven Thomson'’s
life prior to 1933, but there is little of it. What the available biographical
information reveals is a predominantly intellectual acceptance of fascism and the

Mosley movement, an ideological stance facilitated by his background.!” A study

of his early life is not, therefore, a gradual acquisition of characteristics to make a

' D.S.Lewis, Illusions of Grandeur: Mosley, Fascism and British Society, Manchester University
Press, Manchester, 1987, 75.

'! R Skidelsky, Oswald Mosley, Macmillan, London, 1975, 345-6.
'2 0.Mosley, My Life, Nelson, London, 1968, 331-2.

> W.F.Mandle, “The Leadership of the British Union of Fascists,” op. cit., 360; Fascist Week 3, gt
14" December 1933.

14 G.C.Webber, “The British Isles’ in D Muhlburger (ed.) The Social Basis of the European Fascist
Movement, Croon Helm, London, 1987, 140-1, 148; See also R.Benewick, The Fascist Movement
in Britain, op. cit., 128.

"> W.F.Mandle, ‘The Leadership of the British Union of Fascists’ in Australian Journal of Politics
and History, Vol. 12, December 1966, 366.

'® S Rawnsley, “The membership of the British Union of Fascists’ in K.Lunn and R. Thurlow (eds.),
British Fascism, Croon Helm, London, 1980, 164.

' D.Baker, “The Appeal of Fascism: Pathological Fantasy or Ideological Coherence,’ Patterns of
Prejudice, Vol. 20 No. 3, 1986, 3-4.




33

fascist, but rather a series of particular events that enabled him in April 1933 to join
the BUF.

Raven Thomson was born into a prosperous Edinburgh family on the 3rd
December 1899."° His maternal grandfather was the renowned Scottish architect,
Alexander Thomson.'” At the Mercheston Academy, an Edinburgh public school,

he specialised in sciences, to which he later attributed his interest in theories.”® In

July 1918 he left Mercheston and enlisted in the Royal Engineers.?! Raven
Thomson’s military records were destroyed in the blitz of 1940, so a precise picture
of his war is unavailable.** Unlike some of his later fascist comrades, he little used
war recollections in his BUF propaganda work, and therefore leaves no testament
to his experiences.”’ As a boy of 17 when entering the War, his swift
commissioning as a Second Lieutenant appears to suggest a degree of aptitude for
his duties. In his 1932 book he wrote of the conflict as merely a natural part of
Europe’s historical development.>* Criticisms percolated through, however, chiefly
the placing of commissioned public schoolboys in positions of authority over much
more experienced soldiers. Whether he had himself in mind is not intimated.®
Upon his return from the War he met Lisbeth Rontgern, a descendant of the
discoverer of the X—Ray.26 Lisbeth was a war widow with a daughter, Helga, who
had come to Scotland from Germany in 1912, and had married later that year.*’

Upon the death of his grandfather, Raven Thomson received an inheritance that

enabled him to take Lisbeth with Helga to the United States of America in 1919,

** General Register Office for Scotland: Birth Certificate, Newington district of Edinburgh, 1899,
No.1557.
P Interview with DI, November 1996: DI was a member of the post-war Union Movement and
worked with Raven Thomson at that time; The choice of ‘Alexander Raven’ as a publication name
in 1932 may have been an attempt to avoid confusion with his grandfather.

Mercheston Castle School: Register 1833-1914, 234; R.R Questionnaire March 1994: RR was a

prominent fascist in Lancashire, both in the BUF and Union Movement: he succeeded Raven
Thomson as editor of Mosley paper Union, in 1955.

* Action 219, 16® May 1940.

* Public Record Office (PRO) WO338/19/108 records the existence of a file (No.255389), whilst

WO339 fails to list it amongst the surviving documentation. Approximately 85% of British World
War One personnel records still exist, Mosley’s amongst them.

= See D.Baker, Ideology of Obsession, op. cit., 153-6.

4 Alexander Raven, Civilization as Divine Superman: A Superorganic Philosophy of History,

yilliams and Norgate Ltd, London, 1932, 85.
Ibid., 86.

2 Wil!lelm Konrad Rontgern (1845-1923) was a German physicist who discovered the rays in 1895,
receiving a Noble Prize for his work in 1901.

* PRO HO283/70/72 Advisory Committee report: Transcript of Raven Thomson hearing.
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where they married.”® There he embarked on a period of private study, |
concentrating on engineering.”’ The effect of seeing the beginnings of the roaring
twenties in the United States gave him, in the opinion of one former comrade,
‘strong feelings against capitalism in general.”>® By 1921 the family had moved to
Cologne in Germany, near to the relations of Mrs Rontgern Thomson, where Raven
Thomson worked in an engineering firm.”" At some point during this period he
appears to have attended Heidelberg University.>* In 1926 the family moved back

to Britain, where he was to use the techniques learnt in Germany as a partnerin a
London firm.> The business appears to have been his major concern prior to
becoming a paid staff officer in the Mosley movement in late 1933. From 1931 the

revenue from a domestic service agency run by Lisbeth supplemented the family

income.>?

At some point prior to 1931, Raven Thomson read the book that would
radically alter his life, Oswald Spengler’s treatise on global history, The Decline of
the West.>> Spengler had been raised in Munich and after writing a doctorate on
Herodotus, became a schoolteacher.’® Embarking on a period of private study after
1910 he spent the following 8 years developing the ideas.>’ Spengler believed that
Germany would be victorious in the Great War and would dominate Europe in 1ts

wake.”® The defeat of 1918 was thus somewhat of a shock, though it provided the

circumstances under which the book became a brief sensation.>”

“% In his will, witnessed on the eleventh of December 1920, and implemented at his death, Raven
Thomson declared himself to be ‘of 5 Mercheston Gardens, Edinburgh, now residing in the United
States of America.’

* PRO HO283/70/72: Advisory Committee report: Transcript of Raven Thomson hearing.
DI Questionnaire, December 1995.

*' PRO HO283/70/72; Advisory Committee report: Transcript of Raven Thomson hearing.
*2 DI Questionnaire, December 1995; See also W.F.Mandle, “The Leadership of the British Union
of Fascists,” op. cit., 378. Claims in the fascist press maintained that Raven Thomson had attended

universities in Scotland, America and Germany appear exaggerated. On this research only the latter
1s corroborated. See R.Skidelsky, Oswald Mosley, op. cit., 345.

2: PRO HO283/70/72: Advisory Committee report: Transcript of Raven Thomson hearing.
Ibid.,/14, 76-7.
* All references to this work are taken from the English language translation of C.F.Atkinson. This
translation has formed the foundation for most studies of Spengler’s ideas in English. O.Spengler,
The Decline of the West, Trans. C.F.Atkinson, Allen and Unwin, London, Vol. I ‘Form and
%ctuality,’ 1926, Vol. II “Perspectives of World History,” 1928.
H.S.Hughes, Oswald Spengler — A Critical Estimate, op. cit., 4; J. Fennelly Twilight of the

Evening Lands, Brookdale Press, New York, 1972, 17-26; B.Mazlish The Riddle of History op. cit.,
310

>" B.Mazlish, The Riddle of History op. cit., 311,

zz O.Spengler, (trans. A .Helps), Spengler: Letters, Allen & Unwin, London, 1966, 30-1.
A Hamilton, The Attraction of Fascism op. cit., 111-2.
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Spengler believed he had made a discovery in historical understanding
comparable with the Copernican revolution, which had disproved the medieval
concept of the world’s location at the centre of the universe.”’ Rejecting historical
teleology, Spengler believed he had found the true dynamic of history within the
cyclical growth and decline of nature first considered by Goethe.*' For Hegel and
Marx the units of history were the state and class respectively. Spengler, however,
believed that history was taking place within a series of ‘cultures,” which could be
defined as those nations in a geographic area possessed of the same world outlook

derived from the surrounding landscape and soil.** Each had a different tempo of

evolution. For Spengler there had been eight such cultures throughout history,

including the ‘Magian’ or Arabian culture and a ‘Faustian’ one covering Europe
from around 1000AD to the present. A potential ninth culture was, Spengler

argued, developing within Russia.” Each culture was a separate entity that if not

adversely acted upon by another, had a life span of one thousand years.**

Within each culture a four-fold schema of development was proposed,

analogous to the seasons. Each ‘season’ was defined by distinct stages in a
culture’s progression through such diverse areas as art, urbanisation and

economics. All developments were unified by the single outlook shared by all

individuals within the culture, informing all comprehension.”> For the Faustian
culture such a view was informed by a will to the infinite, typified by the lofty
heights of gothic architecture, perspective painting and grasp of history.* The
triumph of aristocracy was characteristic of the autumnal period, and it was during

this time that the culture experienced the zenith of its achievement, in the West

40 O.Spengler, The Decline of the West 1, op. cit., 68, 94, 330-1. Sce E.Heller, The Disinherited
Mind, Bowes & Bowes, Cambridge, 1952, 153.

* Tbid., 21-2. Such a view was not in itself new, Joachim of Floris had been first to posit such an
1dea in the twelfth century, whilst Gianbatista Vico had in the nineteenth century popularised a
similar theory. Due to the gaps that Spengler places between the emergence of his cultures it is

possible to argue that strictly speaking his was not a cyclical history at all. See W.Dray,
Perspectives on History, Routledge, London, 1980, 103.

“> W Dray, Perspectives on History, op. cit., 104,

* 0. Spengler, The Decline of the West 11, op. cit., 27-30. The nine cultures are Babylonian,
Chinese, Classical, Egyptian, Faustian, Indian, Magian, Mexican, with an embryonic one in Russia.
In practise Spengler concentrates upon only three, the Faustian (European), Classical (Hellenic) and
to a lesser extent, Magian (Jewish).

“ Ibid., 1 44-6.. The ‘Mexican’ culture of the Aztecs and Mayans was terminated prematurely by the
invasion of the conquistadors, the fledgling Russian culture was being delayed by the influence
through Bolshevism of European Marxism. See O.Spengler The Decline of the West 11, 43-5, 192-6.

Sce W. Dray, Perspectives in History, op. cit., 104; R.A.Nicholls, ‘Thomas Mann and Spengler,’ op.
cit., 365.

“ Ibid., 11 46.
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typified by Mozart, Kant and Goethe.?’ The final stage of civilisation was
characterised by increasing urbanisation, the domination of money and the
appearance of the world city, the megalopolis, a place of atomised masses divorced

48

from the landscape that informed their understanding.™ It was a period of great

conflicts ending finally with the emergence of a Caesar figure, trained by the
experience of war and gifted with intuitive understanding, under whose imperium a
fleeting renaissance would appear before final capitulation to external barbarians.”
The Caesar would reconnect the people with the soul of their culture.”® The
exercise of realpolitik would be his particular gift, making ‘definite and
unsentimental practical considerations,” ameliorating the urban masses with bread
and circuses.”’ With the fall of the Caesar, the culture would complete its

millennial cycle and collapse back into its surroundings.

For Spengler, his historical technique allowed comparisons to be made
between the relative stages of a culture’s development, regardless of the millennia

that in some cases separated the cultures. Thus he argued that modern European

society, was close to the completion of its allotted span and thus faced unavoidable
demise.”* In particular he used the history of antiquity to discuss the little future
left to Faustian culture. Spengler argued that Alexander the Great and Napoleon

were analogous, as were the Punic and 1914 -18 wars.” For European culture the

time of the Caesar approached,

For us, however, whom a Destiny has placed in this culture and at this
moment of its development - the moment when money is celebrating its
last victories, and Caesarism that is to succeed approaches with quiet, firm
steps — our direction, willed and obligatory at once, is set for us within
narrow limits, and on any other terms life is not worth living.””

Given the inevitability that Spengler attached to his history, which guaranteed

decline, he was criticised by contemporaries for his pessimism.”>> So widespread

**Tbid., I 174, 183-5, 265; 11 122, 123.
Y W.Dray, Perspectives in History, op. cit., 108-9.
% 0. Spengler, The Decline of the West 11, 99-107.

“ Tbid., 11 431-5. See E.Bentley The Cult of the Superman, op. cit., 189.
> Ibid., II 506.

! Tbid., 11 432. Sec M.Biddis, “History as destiny © op. cit., 93-4.
>*1bid,, 1, 3, 31. This division between healthy “culture’ and sterile ‘civilization’ can be found in
Nictzsche and Spengler’s contemporary Thomas Mann. See M.Biddiss, ‘History as destiny;

Gobineau, H.S.Chamberlain and Spengler * paper given to the Royal Historical Society on 26"

April 1996, reprinted in The Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 6® Series Vol.7, 1997, 90.
> 1bid., 1 49, 110, II, 488.

>4 1bid., 11 507.
> R.A.Nicholls, ‘Thomas Mann and Spengler,” op. cit., 361.
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became the belief that Spengler wrote a lengthy response to his accusers. A

pessimist, he argued, could see no more goals, whilst he saw much work to be done

before Europe’s collapse.>

Criticisms abound of Spengler’s theory, most notably that it 1s not
supported by historical evidence. His idea that cultures exist independently of each
other, after the imperial expansions of the early modern period in Europe, 1s

untenable. So tenuous are some of his conclusions he had to embark on a series of
running repairs to his premise, attempting to explain such anomalies as the noted
impact of the Jewish, and therefore Magian, philosopher Spinoza on modern
European thought.>” Whilst he insists that the age of great mathematics is over,
Einstein’s theory of relativity appears in 1915.>® Numerous scholars, both
contemporary to Spengler and since, have highlighted the implausibility of his
methods and conclusions.” His impact on contemporary thought was limited to a
small group of literary figures, such as T.S. Eliot and W.B. Yeats, who utilised the

seasonal imagery in The Decline of the West.”® Spengler’s views are of importance

here due to their impact upon Raven Thomson, but as a body of historical

understanding they have value only as a curio.

It was Raven Thomson’s developing attitude towards Spengler’s prognosis

that formed the background to his acceptance of Mosley fascist ideology. Despite
its crucial place in Raven Thomson’s development, the location and circumstances

surrounding his discovery of The Decline of the West is hidden.®’ Whatever the

> See O.Spengler, ‘Pessimism?’ Trans D.O.White, Oswald Spengler — Selected Writings, Gatcway,
Illino1s, 1967.

>’ W.Dray, Perspectives in History, op. cit., 118.

>* H.Mitchell, ‘Herr Spengler and Mr Toynbee,” in M.F.A Montagu (¢d.), Toynbee and History,
Porter Sargent, Boston, 1956, 81.

> See R.G.Collingwood, Essays in the Philosophy of History, University of Texas, Austin, 1965,
60-75. This chapter is a reprint of a 1927 article responding to Spengler, stressing the reductive
nature of a methodology that arranges selective facts to support a conclusion of one central cultural
idea. Spengler has, according to Collingwood, mistaken the tool of compartmentalising history for
study, with a law of historical periods. Sce also Wyndham Lewis, Time and Western Man, Black

Sparrow Press, Santa Rosa, 1993, 129, 157, 245-287. The first edition of this book also appeared in
1927.

:’ N.Frye, “The Decline of the West by Oswald Spengler,’ op. cit., 7.

With its popularity in Germany upon the publication of the first volume in 1918, it would appear
rcasonable to suggest that given his time in that country, it was there that Raven Thomson
fhsccvered the book. After an initial surge in popularity, however, Spengler’s treatise had become
Increasingly unfashionable as that decade had progressed, with the 1922 publication of a second
volume achieving only a third of its predecessor’s one hundred thousand copy sales. Further, whilst
the book would help to push Raven Thomson into political activity in 1930s Britain, he later denied
that whilst in Germany he engaged in any politics. This denial was, however, in the context of a
194(_) hearing to investigate alleged Nazi links within the BUF. It should be noted, however, that the
Nazi Party only established a student association in the year he returned to Britain. Alternatively,
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exact timing, the effect on Raven Thomson of reading the work was profound. All
studies of The Decline of the West note the immensity of the scope of the work, 1ts
imaginative strength and ‘Spengler’s power to expand and exhilarate the mind.”®
Its attempt at a world history and the idea of historical forms is clearly one that fed
Raven Thomson’s imagination, enough for him to write his book revising
Spengler’s ideas, Civilization as Divine Superman. With a preface dated
September 1931, there was insufficient time to reject Communism and write a 232
page book based on Spengler. The conclusion that must be drawn 1s that, contrary
to Skidelsky, Spenglerian ideas influenced Raven Thomson’s 6 months sojourn in

the Communist Party.®>

Raven Thomson’s short affiliation with Communism has been seen as an
example of a fascist’s ‘political amateurism’ whilst awaiting the emergence of a
suitable movement.®® Given Spengler’s staunch opposition to Communism in The
Decline of the West, Raven Thomson’s decision to join does appear curious.®” One

former comrade, however, believes that it was a genuine interest in the party’s

claim to represent ‘Scientific Socialism’ that first attracted Raven Thomson.*
Disillusionment with the Communism appears to have originated not in a rejection

of the matenalist conception of history, as Skidelsky maintained, but rather with

his frustration at the prevalence of ‘parish pump’ politics in the local Battersea

branch, with the interests of Bolshevism placed before all other considerations.®’

Soon after his departure from the Communist Party, Civilization as Divine

Superman was completed.

In this examination of the intellectual journey that had by 1933 led to
Mosley and the BUF, Raven Thomson’s book is the only significant signpost of his

beliefs prior to becoming a fascist activist. At its philosophical core, the study

both volumes of the book were translated into English by 1928, and it may be that it was upon his
return from the continent that he discovered Spengler. See PRO H0283/70/72: op. cit.; See W.Zorn,
;2Student Politics in the Weimar Republic,” Journal of contemporary History, Vol.5 No.1, 1970,130.
N.Frye, “The Decline of the West by Oswald Spengler,’ Daedalus, Vol. 103 No.1, 1974, 10. Sce
also H.S.Hughes , Consciousness and Society, MacGibbon & Kee, London, 1959, 378:
R.A.Nicholls, “Thomas Mann and Spengler,’ The German Quarterly, Vol.58 No.3 , 1985, 370.

°3 Daily Herald 24" October 1949, A Raven, Civilization as Divine Superman, op. cit., 9. RR
Questionnaire, March 1994.

:: R.Benewick, The Fascist Movement in Britain, op. cit., 123.
Spengler who had lived through the Munich Soviet remembered it as *nothing but hunger,

looting, filth, danger and rascality without parallel.’ A.Hamilton, The Appeal of Fascism, Blond,
London, 1971, 110.

:: RR Questionnaire, March 1994; E.J.Hamm, Action Replay, Howard Baker, London, 1983, 143.
Ibid.; DI Questionnaire, December 1995. R.Skidelsky, Oswald Mosley, op. cit., 3435.
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presents an holistic understanding of life, based in a monist concept of biology, in
which all substance is made up of the same material arranged into increasing levels
of complexity, or ‘integrations.”®® Such a theory was not a radical departure from
the established work of Nineteenth Century biologist, Jean Baptiste Lamarck.®
Starting from the subatomic level, the apex of the series for Raven Thomson was
the ‘superorganism,” where vast groups of cells interacted. The characteristic of

the superorganism was a high level of internal differentiation ‘in which each
constituent organism serves the communal whole.”” Such a ‘being’ was visible in
the hive society of insects, with its division of function and communal service to

the whole. Whilst this social framework can be considered as the beginnings of his
later fascist theory of the state, in 1931 the concept of society under the control of a
single leader, as in fascism, was dismissed. Rather ‘we are compelled to assume

some indefinite communal spirit shared by every member of the hive, which 1s the

real arbiter of communal action.’”"

Derived from this understanding of nature, Raven Thomson proposed an
organic philosophy of human history, with various superorganic ‘civilisations’ all
going through a finite life span with distinct developmental stages. It is here that
Spengler is incorporated into a theory where the events of world history are linked
to the cyclical rise and fall of superorganic civilisations. World history for Raven
Thomson is governed by the finite periods of growth and decay within the
underlying superorganic communal spint present in each civilisation.

The book concludes with Raven Thomson’s belief that given the ‘true’
nature of society as a superorganism, morality must be based on considerations for
the welfare of civilisation. In this he is attempting to respond to the evolutionary
meta-brology in George Bernard Shaw’s play ‘Back to Methusaleh’ and the work
of German philosopher Frederick Nietzsche on the superman. Nietzsche, he
argues, had been right to draw attention to a philosophy of the superman, but the

superhuman qualities that had been endorsed were not resident in any group of

individuals, but in society as a whole,

* Alexander Raven, Civilization as Divine Superman, op. cit., 13, 15. The basic building block for
Raven Thomson was energy-time rising in complexity through charge, atoms, molecules, crystals or
protoplasm depending upon the organic or inorganic system. Organic integrations then continued
onwards with cells, organisms, and finally the superorganism. See Ibid., 15-24.

* See L.J.Jordanova, Lamarck, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1984.

:? Alexander Raven, Civilization as Divine Superman, op. cit., 22.
Ibid, 23-4
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Civilisation itself is the superhuman force that expresses and realises the
ideal of the ‘superman.’ It is futile to seek a superman in personal
individual human development at some distant future date, when the real
superman, civilization, is already engaged in building towering skyscrapers
driving great tunnels, constructing huge liners and vast airships, linking the
lands with radio and investing man with the collective attitudes of

supermen... The Nietzschean ‘superman’ and the Shavian ‘Methusalehs’ are
no less monstrous individual perversions in the superorganic world of
civilization in being. Civilization is not a biological process in the upward
progress of mankind; it is a “superbiological’ force governed by
“superbiological’ laws, directing the actions of men to the realization [sic]
of its higher aims, the very realization of the ‘superman.’”

Within this organic conception of society, all individuals are parts of a whole with
allotted functions. Trade routes perform as arteries, soldiers are its white blood
cells, and the city controls the whole as a brain.”* Critical of Nietzsche for
mistakenly transplanting Darwinist theory into philosophy, Raven Thomson
denides the idea of a selfish ‘great blond beast’ dominating his surroundings

through higher ethics, established to facilitate his ascendancy. Rather,

Civilization is not the servant of man. It is his master and tyrant; the

superman that directs and enforces his actions to the greater glorification of
himself, and grants him the immense advantages of co-operation and

specialisation only as a reward for abandoning his freedom of action to the
higher aims of the communal spirit.”

In such a concept of society as an integrated whole, any division is seen as a
pathogen and Raven Thomson criticises Communism believing it to be the
equivalent of a cellular rebellion, a superorganic cancer.”® Despite considering
Communism as an anarchic force, Raven Thomson does endorse its emphasis on
communal service.”” Whilst he rejected the practical expediency of an equal
division of wealth, he believed Socialism to be the appropriate ethical stance from
which a cult of communal service could be fostered.” By criticising both Fabian
Shaw and elitist Nietzsche, Raven Thomson’s superorganic philosophy was
traversing the boundaries of left and right wing thought. Yet was Civilization as

Divine Superman and by extension its author, fascistic in September 19317

"2 Ibid, 33

3 1bid, 35.

" 1bid, 34.

"> bid, 39.

’® Tbid, 34.

7 Ibid, 118.

" Ibid, 150, 205.
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Once he had joined the BUF, the place of Civilization as Divine Superman
was firmly established within the canon of fascist texts by another fascist
influenced by Spengler, W.E.D.Allen.” Writing in 1934, Allen conceived of
Raven Thomson’s book as having ‘unconsciously defined the philosophical
potentialities of the fascist revolution.”®® Yet for Allen the rigid cycle of history in

the book it was too pessimistic and failed to see the impact of science on

Spenglerian determinism,

Fascist thought holds that even if the Raven-Spenglerian analysis be
accepted as a relatively incontrovertible interpretation of past history, our
present European civilisation, as the master of vast scientific resources
which were not available to the men of previous cultures, can overcome the
diseases inherent in its hitherto uncontrolled development.®’

Allen’s assessment of the book and thus its author’s political and philosophical
beliefs 1n late 1931, has coloured subsequent academic understanding. Both
Thurlow and Coupland rely heavily on Allen in their arguments for the book’s
status as a fascist work.*” Yet if we are to accurately judge the substance of Raven
Thomson’s thought in late 1931, we must return to the text itself.

Before this analysis can proceed the definition of a fascist text must be
1solated. Such a question is often considered in connection with literary figures
outside the fascist mainstream, such as T. S. Elliot and Wyndham Lewis, who
contributed to a milieu without joining the vanguard of a movement.*> As one
commentator queried 1n a study of Lewis, ‘[w]hat does it mean to be a fascist
writer? Is it enough to be a Fascist and to be a writer or must a demonstrable
relation exist between one’s fascism and one’s writing?’®* It would be easy to
simply concede, as other historians, that given his later affiliation, Civilization as

Divine Superman was a fascist work. Yet whilst it noted the existence of

Mussolini’s Italian regime, no clear endorsement was made. As has been noted in

studies of fascist literature, when biography fails to provide clear answers to the

" J.Drennan (pseud.), Oswald Mosley, BUF and British Fascism, op. cit., 201-4.; See also

8\{:’?V..E.D.Jﬂ&llen, “The Fascist Idea in Britain,” Quarterly Review, Vol. 261, October 1933, 230.
y J.Drennan (pseud.), Oswald Mosley, BUF and British Fascism, op. cit., 201.
~ W.E.D.Allen ‘The Fascist Idea in Britain,” op. cit., 230.

*2 R.Thurlow, ‘Destiny and Doom: Spengler, Hitler and “British’ Fascism,” Patterns of Prejudice,

Vol. 15 No. 4, 1977, 25-6; P.Coupland, “The Blackshirted Utopians,’ Journal of Contemporary
History, Vol. 33 No.2, 1998, 270-1.

Z A.Hamilton, The Appeal of Fascism, op. cit., 274-6, 280-5.
R Dasenbrook, ‘Wyndham Lewis’s Fascist Imagination and the Fiction of Paranoia,’ in

11ng .Golsan (ed.), Fascism , Aesthetics and Culture, University Press of New England, Hanover,
92, 81.
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distinction surrounding an individual writer’s affiliations, themes can provide a
useful tool for isolating underlying beliefs. Given the impact of Spengler on
Civilization as Divine Superman, a comparison with The Decline of the West, can
be used to locate Raven Thomson’s ideas 1n late 1931.

First, however, we must decide what parameters are to be set on the term
‘fascism.” The historical and organic dimensions within Raven Thomson’s book

indicate that the definition and, as such, the border control for repelling or
accepting individuals into fascism must be erected in this area. Zeev Sternhell’s
understanding of fascist ideology as in part an organic nationalism 1s important.”
This must be integrated in a vitalist, secular liturgy of struggle centred on a single

priest-like leader committed to rejuvenation, from Roger Gnffin’s ideas.”

If this comparison is to aid us to locate Raven Thomson in 1931, the
relationship between Spengler and fascism must be established.*’ The extent of
any fascism in Spengler’s ideas has been difficult to quantify. Commentators on

his work have used him as an example for several arguments concerning the

intellectual legacy of the Weimar Republic on the subsequent appearance of the
Nazi regime, with one arguing that he prepared the way for an acceptance of
dictatorship in Germany.** Depending upon the observer, Spengler has been seen

as a typical example of ‘Heroic Vitalism,’®® ‘Reactionary Modernism,™

‘Nietzschean Socialism’®' and ‘Palingenesis.’”* Part of the problem when

categorising Spengler comes from inherent contradictions within his work.” This

Is apparent even at the level of methodology. For thouéh his cyclical history and

%> See Z.Sternhell, ‘Fascism,’ in D.Miller (ed.), The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Political Thought,
Basﬂ Blackwell, Oxford, 1987, 148-50.

*® R.Griffin, The Nature of Fascism, op. cit., 26; E.Gentile, ‘Fascism as Political Religion,’ Journal
of Contemporary History, Vol.23 No.s 2-3, 1980, 229-51.

* In this study concentrates on Spengler’s major work The historian did develop his ideas and later
works indicate that he increasingly saw the European culture as the last in human history.

Sce J.Farrenkopf, ‘The transformation of Spengler’s Philosophy of World History,” Journal of the
History of Ideas, Vol.52 No.3, 1991, 463-485.

*® H.S.Hughes, Oswald Spengler a Crztzcal Estimate, Charles Scribner’s Sons, London, 1952, 132;
8Sgee also T.Adorno, trans. S.Weber & S.Weber, Prisms, Neville Spearman, London, 1967, 53-72.
E Bentley, Cult of the Superman, Robert Hale, London, 1947, 190, 193.
* ] Herf, Reactionary Modernism, Cambridge University Press, Cambndge, 1984, 49-69; idem.,

"The Engineer as Ideologue: Reactionary Modernists in Weimar and Nazi Germany’ Joumal of
Contemporary History Vol.19 No.4 , 1984, 633; idem., “Reactionary Modernism — Some

ideological Origins in the Primacy of Politics in the Thll'd Reich,’ Theory and Society, Vol. 10 No.
6, 1981, 813-9.

2 Sce S .Aschheim, ‘Nictzchean Socialism,” Journal of Conrempormy History, Vol.23 No. 2, 1988,
147-63

R.Gnﬂin (ed), Fascism, op. cit., 1124,
> B.Mazlish The Riddle of H:story, Harper and Row, London, 1966 321.
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attempt to compare different cultures is inherently relativist, he was searching for a
distinct logic to historical events. Another difficulty lies in the development of
Spengler’s thought during the twenties and early thirties. In his later works he
appears to be concerned to see world history as a series of cultures each
accelerating more rapidly than the last, with the European one at a pace so swift
that its end might signal the final act of all world history. This in turn connects
with new ideas he was having about pre-history.”® With the concentration of
Raven Thomson and BUF fascism on perpetual cultures and their contemporary

significance, it seems clear that when we discuss Spengler in this context it refers

to the ideas contained within The Decline of the West.

Despite his fascistic sounding Caesar figure, underpinning much of
Spengler’s work is a profoundly conservative, rather than fascist, political world-
view. Whilst his political ideal for Germany carried the distinctly National
Socialist sounding combination of ‘Prussianism and Socialism,’ this was a mixture
of aristocratic rule and Socialist concepts of duty.”” The term ‘Socialism’ was of
indistinct nomenclature in the period between 1890 and 1933. Nietzsche’s concept
of “Will’ aided the European Right’s attempt to utilise the term in order to gather
support from the workers, without effecting any change to the prevailing social
structure.”® This ‘Socialism’ denoted duty and sacrifice within a national Will-to-
Power in which both worker and employer, as ‘producers’ could contribute.”’ His
‘Prussianism’ was the preserve of these elites who were still, he argued, linked to
the culture bearing soil.”® It was in the proposed leadership of these obedient
workers that Spengler betrays his allegiance to the traditional ruling elites of
Germany. Spengler’s ideal was an emasculated German working class, devoid of

Marxist internationalism, ready to serve. His Socialism was bereft of any ethical or

egalitarian elements.” The clearest example of this came in 1932 when in a period

of economic hardship for Germany he proposed a draconian end to the endemic

** See J Farrenkopf, “The Transformation of Spengler’s Philosophy of World History,” Journal of
the History of Ideas, Vol.52 No.3, 1991, 463-85.

> 0.Spengler, The Decline of the West 1, op. cit., 138 cited in P.M.Hayes, Fascism, Allen & Unwin,
London, 1973, 67.

*> S.E.Aschheim, ‘Nictzschean Socialism’ op. cit., 147-68.

>’ O.Spengler, The Decline of the West 11, op. cit., 506. See also H.Lebovics, Social Conservatism

and the Middle Classes in Germany 1914-33, Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1969, 159.

> O.Spengler, The Decline of the West 11, op. cit., 444, 475.
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poverty by lowering wages and ending social security payments.'” Spengler’s use
of Socialism is best understood as a technique for implementing and enforcing

decisions made by a select aristocratic elite of ‘Socialist Mastertypes.’'"! ﬁ
Thus Spengler, despite outward appearance was not proposing fascist tdeas
within The Decline of the West.""> Whilst he did exhibit a belief in organic

nationalism, his commitment to the traditional political elites rendered it far from

populist.'®

Though his work does indeed prophecy the coming of a revitalising
Caesarist period, this was to be a brief postponement before inevitable collapse,
thereby allowing another culture an opportunity at grow'th.104 Despite sending
some articles to Mussolini, at the foundation of Spengler’s thought was the concept

of perpetual historical cycles rather than the single rebirth of fascism towards a

glorious mythical state where near immortal longevity could be achieved, such as a

Reich lasting a thousand years.'®

Such concepts blurred the precise nature of the relationship he had with the
emergent Nazi regime. Though he displayed a concern for the soil as the root of
culture his concept of the divisions between cultures was spiritual rather than
racial. Nor did he perceive a hierarchy of cultural excellence as the Nazis did, for
him the West was not better than any other culture, just different. Whilst he did
vote for Hitler in the 1932 presidential election, supporting the Nazi platform on
law and order, the alternatives were a liberal or a Communist candidate, so a
distinct endorsement is hard to clarify, though he did choose to vote.'*® Gregor
Strasser, the leader of the Bavarian branch of the NSDAP, tried to attract Spengler
7 An attempt to recruit him into the Nazi ranks by Goebbels

collapsed after the Propaganda Minister arranged a private meeting for him with

to the cause.

Hitler at which Spengler formed a poor impression of the Fuhrer and refused to

:2‘: A.Hamilton, The Appeal of Fascism, op. cit., 142.

P.M.Hayes, Fascism, op. cit., 67, M.Biddiss, ‘History as Destiny,’ op. cit., 96; H.Lebovics,
;S('gcia! Conservatism and the Middle Classes in Germany 1914-33, op. cit., 161.

R.Griffin, Fascism, op. cit., 112. Griffin categorises Spengler as a “Non Nazi German Fascist.’
That his thought later evolved in that direction is granted, however, it is clear Raven Thomson was
influenced solcly by the non-fascist work of 1918.

‘% W.Struve, Elites against Democracy, Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1973, 269-73. See

also K.von Klemperer, Germany’s New Conservatism, Princeton University Press, New Jerscey,
1957, 208.

:z: O.Spengler, The Decline of the West 11, op. cit., 507.

iy O.Spengler, Spengler Letters, op. cit., 180.

o W.Struve, Elites against Democracy, op. cit., 270.
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confer upon him the mantle of ‘Faustian’ Caesar.'”® Spengler believed the Nazi

Party to be too plebelan, too prone to street politics and too similar to

109

Bolshevism.”™™ The appearance of a book by Spengler in 1933 renouncing

brological racism, one of the pillars of the new German State, saw him ostracised
from the political scene.'’® Yet as one astute commentator has noted, despite his
fall from political favour, which had seen other opponents of the regime violently
purged, he died naturally in his bed in 1936.""!

The precise contnibution of Spengler to Civilization as Divine Superman
was kept ambiguous in the book, which claimed ‘the writer developed the
conception of a superorganic agency, supported by the similar conclusions of the
German philosopher Oswald Spengler.”''? Later within the fascist ranks, he again
placed Spengler as a contemporary, rather than a progenitor; ‘my own work a few
years ago followed very much the same lines as Spengler.’'"® In truth, The Decline
of the West profoundly influenced Raven Thomson’s ideas in 1931, despite being a
direct rebuke to Spengler who had insisted that there was no superorganic system at
work in history.!'* For the German historian there was no vehicle for history except
the manifest destiny of each culture that had to be comprehended intuitively. A
law of historical development would necessarily be founded on idea of a rational

understanding that he rejected.

Both men perceivéd historical development as cyclical. Yet Raven
Thomson’s emergent superman was allowed significantly longer to exist, between
two and three thousand years, unlike Spengler’s millennial morphology. This
difference resulted in a contrasting perception of timing and speed in historical
development. In 1931 Raven Thomson started his western superman in the first
century, and placed the demise of European civilisation many centuries away. He
also copied the four-stage system of development, each with the separate
characteristics within a worldwide history.'”> In Mosley’s biography, Civilization

as Divine Superman was described as a rejection of Spenglerian morphology, an

;z: H.5.Hughes, Oswald Spengler —- A Critical Estimate, op. cit., 120-36.
W.Struve, Elites against Democracy, op. cit., 273.

::? O. Speng}cr, The H our of Decision (trans. C.F.Atkinson), Allen & Unwin, London, 1934.
1, N-Frye, “The Decline of the West by Oswald Spengler,” op. cit., 9.
s Alexander Raven, Civilization as Divine Superman, op. Cit., 9.

Fascist Week 12, 26™ January- 1* Fcbruary 1934,

" N.Frye, “The Declinc of the West by Oswald Spengler.” op. cit., 5.

A, Raven, Civilization as Divine Superman, op. cit., 32. O.Spengler, The Decline of the West 1,
Appendix: Tables 1-3.



46

argument supported by his biographer. Yet Raven Thomson’s book agreed with
Spengler that the world historical cycles were perpetual with unavoidable stages
and a natural time-span. Thus Raven Thomson in 1931 does not fit the rebirth
criteria for fascism.

The chief revision of Spengler within Raven Thomson’s book, which
illustrates the persistence of the more egalitarian ideas of his previous Communist
sympathies, was his perception of the elite in society. Unlike Spengler, Raven
Thomson favoured a more open elite, in keeping with his idea that everyone in
society as an individual unit of the greater superorganism, had significance. ''® In
his idealised autocratic period the only criteria for admittance into the elite of
‘scribes’ was service to the superorganism and its personification in a quasi-
religious leader.'!” Such scribes formed the nucleus of the following *oligarchic’
phase of superorganic development, an era of nationhood and monarchy."'® This
more populist approach was, arguably, more in keeping with fascism. This
political philosophy of successive elites providing the locomotive of history was
based in the work of the Italian sociologist, Vilfredo Pareto.'"” In Pareto’s concept
of society a clear division lay between the masses and the elite. In an attempt to
perpetuate itself, this ruling group recruits from outside its numbers and once these
newcomers gain ascendancy a new elite is formed, provoking another cycle.

[ronically, despite being a revision of Spengler’s aims, it holds with his method

where autocracy gives way to rule by aristocracy, which submits to plutocracy. As
one commentator noted ‘the centre of Spengler’s theory, the notion of elites and the
necessary rule of a social class, was simply second rate Pareto.’'*

Despite the best efforts of W.E.D.Allen, Civilisation as Divine Superman is
not a fascist text. In its acceptance of Spenglerian destiny, it failed crucially to
posit any concept of redemption, following its predecessor in the appreciation of
perpetual historical rotation. The acceptance of the future as a preordained series
of events that merely awaited the appropriate participants exhibited none of the

vitalism, the struggle, that informs fascist ideology. Yet the idea of organic

e w. Struve, Elites against Democracy, op. cit., 248-51, 259-63; A Raven, Civilization as Divine
;S;r;pemzan, op. cit., 34

A.Raven, Civilization as Divine Superman, op. cit., 81-4.
" Ibid.

'V Pareto, Treatise of General Sociology cited in H.S.Hughes, Oswald Spengler a Critical
Estimate, op. cit., 3,16.

120 H.5.Hughes, Oswald Spengler - A Critical Estimate, op. cit., 117.
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nationalism in his philosophy of the communal superorganism is clear, asis a
populist rejection of Spenglerian elites in favour of a hive mentality where all

participated. The conclusion that must be drawn from the evidence within
Civilization as Divine Superman 1s that in September 1931 Raven Thomson was
not a fascist. Yet with the revision of certain elements of his superorganic ideas,

principally his perpetual historical cycles, a path could be divined into fascism and

the ranks of the BUF. As one BUF member wrote of Civilization as Divine

Superman,

This book, which covers all the most lavish epochs of intellectual
productivity, is a tragic essay in futility. The subtle disintegrating influence
of Oswald Spengler is evident in its pages - which are embellished with
ingenious charts and diagrams of human social development - and its

inexorable decline. The work is curious, not merely for the versatility of
knowledge, nor as the melancholy hypothesis of intellect - but also as the

record of an earnest sociologist who found his inevitable place in the
Fascist movement - which is the bearer of social revolution in this age.'*

Whilst 1t 1s arguable how inevitable the journey to fascism was, his early

philosophy provided the foundations for the making of a fascist.

Il

Having examined the intellectual path that brought Raven Thomson within
sight of the border into fascism, now we must look at the characteristics of Mosley
fascism that allowed him to make the transition and push on into a fascist
movement. The biographical information available on him indicates is that
between September 1931 and April 1933, when he joined the BUF, he shifted his
beliefs. By the time he became a Blackshirt, resignation at the fate of
contemporary society from Spenglerian determinism had been replaced by a
perception of this as a crisis to be overcome. What prompted this revision in his
worldview is conjecture, with no information about this time in his life available.
We do not know enough about his environment to be able to propose with any
certainty the combination of conditions that prompted the re-evaluation of Spengler
and the desire to participate in a struggle for rejuvenation. That the period saw the

failure of the Labour administration to deal adequately with the effects of the

global depression in Britain and the rise of National Socialism in Germany, as a

more radical answer to their domestic problems, cannot be discounted as stimuli.
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This journey to fascism was not unique during the period. For
commentators on the generic phenomenon, such as Griffin, it is an example of a

particular intellectual acceptance of fascism found in many of the cyclical
historians of the period.'** Individuals such as the Italian intellectuals Giovanni
Gentile, Sergio Panunzio, Julius Evola, Belgians like Paul De Man and German
figures exemplified by Spengler, were historically minded thinkers whose
perception of a history as a senes of cycles was linked to a critique of
contemporary society as decadent and weak.'*®> Such historians eulogised a past
utopian phase, where all individuals fulfilled their role within a strong cohesive
state. These thinkers were drawn at varying speeds to fascism’s promise of
renewal and national greatness. Payne is keen to demonstrate that these meta-
historians were conservative revolutionaries who contributed to the authoritarian
nationalism within fascism. They were waiting for an epoch of rejuvenation and

authority under a disciplined elite, even if they stayed aloof from the plebeian

realities of activism, as Spengler did with Nazism.'**

Much of this study has been an examination of how a historian, consumed
by 1deas of resolving the world into a system, could journey into fascism. Raven
Thomson’s experience was only a rarity within the confines of British fascism, a

movement that by continental standards was tiny. On a pan-European level he
Joined a small but distinct group of thinkers whose desire to understand the

mechanisms of history had transformed them into prophets of imminent crisis and
evangelists for national rebirth. Where he differed slightly was in his belief that
rejuvenation would be conducted on a communal rather than elite level, though this
allowed him to participate fully in a fascist movement, rather than standing remote
from the struggle. Such a continental style conversion runs counter to conventional
interpretations of Mosley fascism. For if Raven Thomson was participating in a

European milieu, how can the BUF be an isolated group outside the fascist

mainstream?

"2 Action 48, 16™ January 1937,
122 : : :
R.Griffin, The Nature of Fascism, op. cit., 51, 216.

‘2 Evola conceived of a cyclical pattern where the society was organised with priests at the summit,
then warriors, followed by merchants and finishing with slaves. He believed that throughout
history, martial societies inhabited by warrior-priests had been the bolster against decadence, though
he thought Mussolini’s Fascism as not elitist enough. See S.Payne, 4 History of Fascism, op. Cit.,

502-3; R.Eatwell, Fascism — A History, op. cit., 202; R Griffin, Fascism, op. cit., 47, Z. Sternhell,
The Birth of Fascist Ideology, op. cit., 179.
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The precise trigger for Raven Thomson’s metamorphosis from determinist

to revolutionary is unknown, but the result was the end of the objective acceptance

of collapse within Civilization as Divine Superman and a new perception of his
previous stance as pessimistic and defeatist. This new belief in crisis remained
rooted in his understanding of history derived from Spengler. Once within fascism,
he radically revised his previous acceptance of Spengler’s arguments about cultural
demise.'* Fascism was rationalised as the conscious rejection of the collapse
inherent in perpetual cyclical history. As he later wrote of the period after the
completion of his book, ‘I was so appalled at the pessimism inherent in my

conclusions that I turned deliberately to Fascism as a means of restoration and

regeneration of Western civilization.”'*°

As the work of Brewer on Mosley fascism has indicated, the fascists
considered a perception of crisis as the principle rationalisation for their turn to
fascism.'*’ These rationalisations were, Brewer found, far from homogeneous,
with biographical detail providing subjective variations on the core “crisis
model.”'** The concept of impending crisis meant that entry into a fascist
movement could be justified as the pragmatic choice in the face of catastrophe,
whether this was perceived as economic collapse, imperial decline, or the threat of
Jewish domination.'*’ Mosley, looking back at the BUF, also believed that a
perception of crisis was a spur to recruitment."*’ Once Raven Thomson perceived
Spengler’s history to be pessimistic, he was faced with participating in the
revitalisation of his communal superman. In effect his idea of rebirth had been

taken from its perpetual moorings in Civilization as Divine Superman and applied

within the superorganic cycle to a revitalising crusade.

Why then choose fascism over the other alternatives on offer? His
contempt for democracy in Civilization as Divine Superman precluded his

participation in the conventional parties. The experience of local Communism had

—_—————

124 S.Payn.e, A History of Fascism, op. cit., 162. Sce also R.Eatwell, Fascism — A History, op. cit.,
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left him reticent about that movement and, as we have seen, philosophically he was
opposed to its emphasis on division within society. Britain boasted only one
significant alternative to Mosley’s group, Arnold Leese’s Imperial Fascist League.
This fascism was founded on a virulent anti-Semitism, to the detriment of a
cohesive 1deology.

The main reason for the choice of the BUF and the subsequent length of
Raven Thomson’s participation was its leader, the ‘Black Knight’ of British
politics, Sir Oswald Mosley.*! Mosley was a member of the landed gentry, his
family having ties to the Manchester region since the Seventeenth Century.

Serving in the Royal Flying Corps during the Great War, he had returned to Britain
and entered parliament after the 1918 General Election as a Conservative. >
Disagreeing with the government’s use of ex-soldiers to quell disturbances 1n
Ireland, he crossed the floor and took the Labour party whip. Elected as a Labour
MP he was rewarded by the 1929 administration with a Cabinet post as Chancellor
for the Duchy of Lancaster, with special responsibility for formulating a solution to
the rising problem of unemployment. Highly influenced by the work of the
Cambridge economist John Maynard Keynes, Mosley’s conclusions favoured
greater economic intervention by the state, with a scheme of public works projects
to generate jobs and boost the economy.’> A radical ‘Mosley Memorandum’ was
however rejected in cabinet, whereupon he resigned and took the proposals to the
party’s national executive meeting where it was narrowly dismissed. As a resuit
Mosley, together with three other Labour MP’s, including his wife Cynthia, formed
the ‘New Party,” with a programme based on the earlier memorandum. Meeting
violent opposition to their ideas, the party instituted a defensive group of stewards
to ensure speakers could hold a meeting. The aggressive activities of these men
earned them the title ‘Biff Boys.”"**

During this period Mosley became increasingly interested in the new Italian
creed of Fascism and upon the failure of the New Party to obtain any measure of
electoral success, he journeyed to Italy to witness Mussolini’s regime. Returning
%% 0.Mosley, My Life, op. cit., 303.

*! See R.Thurlow, ‘The Black Knight,” Patterns of Prejudice, Vol.9 No.3, 1975, 9-15.

> Work on Mosley’s early life is limited and as his biographer acknowledged, is neglected in

favour of the more emotive study of his fascist record. See R.Skidelsky ‘Reflections on Mosley,”
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to Britain, he attempted to incorporate some of the domestic fascist groups, at that
time little more than militarist Conservative Italophiles, with the remnants of the
New Party stewards into the BUF.?’ The BUF was founded on 1st October 1932,

with the simultaneous publication of its main treatise Mosley’s The Greater

Britain. Tts size in April 1933 when Raven Thomson joined was still small, prior to
a temporary rise in popularity during early 1934. The movement later

characterised the period as the ‘loose, inchoate and formless association of
1933.°13% At that time it clashed with the remnants of the British Fascists, an earlier
attempt at domestic fascism, and Labour groups.”’ The first BUF government was
being confidently predicted within 2 years in the movement’s propaganda, it was

well funded and had yet to receive the setbacks that were typical of its later
development. Life in the movement was characterised as one of close
comradeship.”® The impression that Raven Thomson received upon entering was

of a political group embarking on a grand crusade; as Mosley wrote later in the

year ‘[t]he tents of ease are struck and the soul of man 1s on the march.’!?’

Much of this faith was centred in the movement’s figurehead, Mosley. In
choosing to follow Mosley, Raven Thomson turned away from the communal
leadership of Civilization as Divine Superman, choosing instead to be a loyal
acolyte to the fascist leader for the rest of his life. Mosley was a highly charismatic

character cultivating a persona as a visionary figure, complete with ‘lighthouse

eyes.”'* An imposing figure in the early 1930s, he was an international level

athlete, a tall man with a commanding platform presence and oratorical style.'*!

Harold Nicolson, who joined the New Party only to depart over the issue of fascism
neatly summarises the twin enticements for him, ‘I joined the party for two reasons
1. Personal affection and belief in Tom [Mosley’s nickname] 2. A conviction that

a serious crisis was impending and that our economic and parliamentary system

>4 R Skidelsky, Oswald Mosley, op. cit., 247-282.
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must be transformed if a collapse was to be avoided.’'*? That George Bernard
Shaw, a figure so clearly revered in Civilization as Divine Superman, was

impressed with Mosley might also have confirmed the BUF leader’s stature for

Raven Thomson.'#’

Mosley’s own view, expressed in his memoirs, was that it was his meeting
with Raven Thomson in September 1933 that provided the catalyst for the latter’s
fascist activism. Raven Thomson had, however, been in the movement for five
months by that time. Mosley also stated in his autobiography that Raven
Thomson’s Spenglerian pessimism from Civilization as Divine Superman
dissipated during their early meetings. Yet Raven Thomson had rejected his

determinist philosophy as part of the decision to join the BUF. Discussions with
Mosley only re-affirmed his earlier decision to join the fascist movement. In 1940

when Raven Thomson was justifying his reason for joining the movement to an

internment committee, it was Mosley’s ideas that had made the difference,

I became very interested in political and economic questions. I have written
a book on historical studies of civilisation and I was firmly convinced that
the present system was wrong and should be altered. Ithen came across

some writings of Sir Oswald Mosley especially on the Corporate State

which interested me very much and I joined for that reason as a result of
considerable historical study beforehand.'**

Jettrey Hamm, who would succeed Raven Thomson to the post of Secretary to the

post-war Mosleyite ‘Union Movement,’ too appeared to have been drawn to

Mosley by his writings,

I am always pleased that I joined British Union before I heard Mosley

speak, I was not brought into the movement under the spell of his oratory or
his personal magnetism, but simply through reading his policies and

thinking that they were right.'®

The Blackshirt leader’s contribution to the making of this fascist was accomplished
before the two met.

That there were traces of Spenglerian thinking already in the BUF eased
Raven Thomson’s journey into their ranks. Tellingly, Mosley made a speech in

March 1933 to the English Speaking Union, in an attempt to legitimise fascism to

'*2 Cited in A Hamilton, The Appeal of Fascism, op. cit., 2634

*** Action 130, 13" August 1938; A Raven Thomson, ‘Book Review,” Fascist Quarterly, Vol.2
No.3, 1936, 441.

1+s PRO HO283/70/73. Advisory Committee report: Transcript of Raven Thomson hearing.
E.J.Hamm, Action Replay, op. cit., 75.
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the establishment, where he used Spengler in his definition of fascism as ‘collective

Caesansm.’

The will and talent of the individual alone is replaced by the will and ability
of the disciplined thousands, who compnise a Fascist movement. Every
Blackshirt is an individual cell of a collective Caesarism [my emphasis].
The organised will of devoted masses, subject to a voluntary discipline and
inspired by the passionate ideal of national survival, replaces the will to
power and a higher order of the individual superman... the only lesson that
we can derive from the previous evidence of this doctrine is simply this,
that whenever the world, under the influence of Spartacus drifted to
complete collapse and chaos, it was always what Spengler termed the ‘great
fact men’ who extracted the world from the resultant chaos and gave

mankind very often centuries of peace and order in a new system and a new
stability. ' *®

He continued, ‘[t]his conception may seem to you to suggest, to some extent, a
Spenglerian approach, and it is quite true that the great German philosopher has
done more than any other to paint in the broad background of Fascist thought.’'*’
The cosmetic similanty between Mosley’s collective Caesar and Raven Thomson’s
communal superman at such a time made entry into the fascist movement
considerably less of a radical departure for the latter. Spengler may even have
predisposed Raven Thomson to Mosley with an appreciation of the soldier
statesman as the archetype for a Caesar figure.'*® The conclusion that must be
drawn from the available information is that it was not personal contact that
generated Raven Thomson’s move into the BUF. Rather, Mosley’s early fascist
thought that drew him in. That the Blackshirt leader was interested by the ideas in
Civilization as Divine Superman, served to keep its author there.'*

The ranks of the BUF also included other former Communists who had
moved to fascism. Mandle’s study of the BUF leadership cited a small but distinct
group with previous affiliation to Communism.'*° CJ Bradford, ran the ill fated
attempt at a BUF industnial trades union the ‘Fascist Union of British Workers.”*"!
Charlie Watts, a London Communist, came to the Mosley movement in the hopes

that 1t could help the social conditions of the British people; he subsequently
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