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The British Union of Fascists, 1933-1953

Introduction

The British Union of Fascists (BUF) was formed in 1932 and remained a feature of
the British political scene until the early years of the Second World War. This was a
period in which fascist parties and organisations were enjoying considerable
success across Europe: under Mussolini in Italy, Hitler in Germany, and Franco in
Spain. Sir Oswald Mosley—a chameleonic political populist and rank opportunist—
sought to emulate their success in Britain.

Despite attracting some initial interest, and occasional high-profile support (such as
from the Daily Mail owner, Viscount Rothermere), the BUF always remained confined
to the fringes of British political life. Its popularity dipped further when it adopted an
increasingly aggressive antisemitic line and sought to align itself more closely with
foreign fascist countries, especially Nazi Germany.

As the documents in this teaching pack show, it was the international situation that
sounded the ultimate death knell for the British Union of Fascists, and for Mosley’s
political career. As war between Britain and Germany drew closer, the political space
in which the BUF could operate shrank substantially and they struggled to square
their supposed patriotism with their allegiance to foreign regimes.

The activities contained within this teaching pack could easily take around 45-50
minutes, though the exact duration will depend on reading time and the breadth
and depth of accompanying discussion.

Learning Objectives

1. Explore how prominent British fascists interpreted and responded to the
rapidly-changing international situation of the late 1930s.

2. Understand how fascist rhetoric shifted to reflect changing realities on the ground
in Britain, as the Second World War loomed and then erupted.

3. Investigate how Oswald Mosley navigated the British political scene, especially as
he came to be seen as a potential threat to the country he professed to love.
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Historical Background and Context

The First World War and its aftermath gave rise to a number of new political
ideologies, often occupying the extreme ends of the spectrum, which offered radical
change and a vision of a new world order. Through democratic support or military
action, or often a combination of the two, these extreme movements were able to
seize power in many parts of Europe. By the eve of the Second World War, Russia,
Italy, Germany, and Spain were all controlled by radical political groups.

Britain, however, proved surprisingly resistant to the appeal of these extreme
parties. The group that enjoyed the most success was the British Union of Fascists.
This was formed in 1932 by Sir Oswald Mosley, following the complete electoral
defeat of his previous vehicle, the New Party, in 1931. Initially, the BUF offered a
platform of intense patriotism, paired with greater state intervention, positioned to
help address the effects of the Great Depression which plagued Britain in this
period.

At its peak, it claimed a membership of 50,000, but its popularity soon dwindled.
This was the result of a number of factors: its messaging became increasingly racist,
it engaged in ugly violent clashes with anti-fascist campaigners, it fell afoul of laws
against political uniforms, and Mosley’s growing closeness with Adolf Hitler (the
German dictator was guest of honour at Mosley’s 1936 wedding to Diana Mitford)
drew increasing public criticism.

As war with Germany approached, and then broke out, Mosley clamoured for peace
but his views were no longer considered credible. In 1940, Mosley and several other
prominent fascists were detained under Defence Regulation 18B, to prevent them
forming a so-called “fifth column” in the event of a German invasion. Mosley was
released from prison and placed under house arrest in late 1943 but his political
career was essentially over.
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SOURCE ONE

Source Intro

Captain Henry Luttman-Johnson was an avid supporter of the British Union of
Fascists and a founding member, and secretary, of the January Club, a discussion
group affiliated to the BUF and designed to attract wider establishment support

for the nascent party. In this diary, kept between 1937 and 1940, he recorded both
events from his day-to-day life, such as his social engagements and the
maintenance of his Perthshire estate, as well as reflections on current affairs. Of
particular interest is the extract below, written at the end of 1939, looking back over
a tumultuous year for Europe.

Source
Extract from Captain H. W. Luttman-Johnson’s diary, December 1939.

IWM, HL-J 5, images 226—228.
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Questions for Discussion
1. What were Luttman-Johnson’s views of Germany and of Nazi actions in 19397?

2. To what extent were his views shaped by his personal circumstances and to what
extent were they shaped by his political or ideological beliefs?

3. How widely-held would Luttman-Johnson’s opinions have been in Britain during
this period, or was his distinctly a minority view?
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SOURCE TWO

Source Intro

The outbreak of war between Britain and Germany made life very difficult for Mosley
and the BUF. They had long advocated for friendly relations, and ideally a formal
alliance, between the two countries, which would have allowed the BUF to sustain
their dual ideologies of patriotism and fascism. After September 1939, those
ideologies seemed to be set at odds with one another, and Mosley was forced to
position himself as a pacifist, while fighting a rearguard action against accusations of
treachery and disloyalty to his country. This was somewhat easier when the German
war effort was directed eastwards against Poland or north into Scandinavia, and
thus felt less directly threatening to Britain. The speech in this source was given just
five days before German forces invaded France and the Low Countries.

Source

Report on a speech given by Oswald Mosley at a British Union meeting in Victoria
Park Square, 5 May 1940.

KV 2/884, images 90-93.
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Excerpts from shorthand notes By s Buswell amd
Carter at a meeting of the British Union at Victoria pPark
Square, E. on Sunday, 5th May, 1940.

§ir Oswald HOBLEY sedds N

"Fellow Britons. It is seven years to-day, on May
Day in particuler, that I have spoken here in a Sguare that
means much to we in British Union, for here many of our
early battles for the British people were fought. Often on
May Day we have talked together a the Britain that one
day we will build together when the system that is enslaving
the British people is brought to an end. lNow that aystem
that we vowed to bring to an end, in its last effort has ‘
brought war to the world and here to-day on the first May ;
Day sinoce the war the British people assemble in East London
to demand peace. ’

“We demand peacs! We demand the resignation of 3
the government! Ve demand a people's govermment to bring ]
peace, to make Britain strong, bring safety to our people
and to bring them happiness at last. i

"Al1l those things we could have and should have
had soon if they had not managed agein to deceive the people
by bringing this wer, beosupe they knew their system of
corruption was doomed and the end of capitalism was not fer
away, and they preferred world war to the pecple's rule.

"How often have we heard from the Labour Party
that every war was & capitalist war? ihen the Labour leasdera
paid that they were speaking the truth but where are they
to-day? . They are lined up with capitalism demanding war
and if necessary the end of a million British lives in s
financial vendetta. ile have said again and again that if
the 1ife of Britain was threatsned we in British Union
would fight becnuse we.fought in the last war and we would
fight again 4f the life of Britain were threatensd. But

nothing to do with the British people! This
is o war for the British people but for Jewish finance.

"My friends, you have heard many hard things ~
said about British Union and me. You know here that we
have loved our country and yet you have boen told that we
of British Union are inst our country because we would -
not have a million Britomskilled in an alien quarrel and
we say 'do something for ‘the British people.’'
"when I said that the Polish guarantea was arag)
they denounced us am & £ifth colum. But Lloyd Oeorge said
the Polish gumrentee was orsasy. ArFe thoy going to
say t he is in the £ifth column to0? What is the
difference betwoen us and Lloyd Jeorge? we pald it yesterday
and ha said it to-day. mrmm#&mm
muddle that

s Bri
fight anyons who attacks us.
run
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cannot interfere in other pe le's Wn ‘bocause

modern science has given to ‘dsfenhdar such enormsous
ower that any great nation ch -tucu- another is
iable to lope. If we feared an atgack from the sast

we would lay a minefield from the of Sootland to-
the Engli amrwa be. d by our
/navy. _ That wtlu d be’ de d apd 4f the

tranapo) fore wer came towards 4%t our
hmhr-wouldn okné?&ihhuﬂuowm
Forg:.wnnldba equal to, or stronger then, any in the
wor

"mn is. mm vuhmumn.
.B'{" St e oo ok LT ey
Prme!
d of, nﬁi‘g ‘h&l would
ﬂdn ig, ﬂp hnto mm m luuor or Gerany
or ang; g through
our mineriel Jl'n' uu‘l lgqt,oouid
hold Rusaia: for go li ains
ahyone,  VWith the j any. great
nation in po--u,:.on tory could

reeist attaak. e hnn 'hnn old recently that the
Germans mmdnd in . - beo X
riret, DBut only six uays u . The
mmdmmumumn'n@ d,’ becduse we were
there. tpn thousand years ‘beforehand. Wiey

re 1s m another nation that , would have

- mm- am-l u; mt another ‘niuon mln dardto .
runnt‘ hgi m:&:nt

Vi ‘have :"m,-i“

:n&q our tzm u'lh,.:lﬁ.
mr.m the uem-umtm-mm-m-.

"The mvau live is s0 obsolets
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3.

and corrupt that it cannot live i.n the modnrn world opposed
to any modern aysfem of goverrment, and we havc been telling
you that for seven years.. Ve heve got to M r(i qr mt
obsolete mtll of mﬁmm._ '

© wuhat o%,ﬁ n 1s ehere o be arbaid? - Do mot
think I am p {mitate any foreigh syatem.of govern-
ment. Vi British have got' to' save ourmelves in our own
way. 1 mai rhrsm that we of the British Union have no
q::{!;l with anyone, _But my’ :x-:lemu ycm ennnot gn on being
m e

MThe . Qoyarmeqt la&-« e is & moral reason for going

to war bug mga)i. .ﬁ _street. It is cmployed
glways-or pqt m‘h 1t that we' at-qwﬂm ﬂt
Germens and ggréssor hationd The Br.

Union ‘could’ ﬂn ¥ol Ge wm 1- a
blood of the J%ii 3 :ﬁ- ‘ gw ‘ask/ W
question, 'why ig it that when J-n%:‘,c‘muia 1n¢ulaed
in acts. of and ‘declare war against
them? Why . -Htit-trn?’ ‘Can‘you find any
different mll th dewish financiers do not like
ra: That Us why we are at war
on’; B:riuuh qnnml bui ‘a Jewish

1YL

o mg ! 7 WA de fos. ut mn the
war 18 oY ofjderul * Muay will give us. In the
last waly mi-a- 5 & 18nd £t for heroes to live in.
ihat age ‘they .ulc to pml.n us tl!:h tine - 8 mnd it for

Hebmn to 11“
. ] -m’w". tO!' Gm‘l" th‘ IIIIIB polio,
s o

6 whole of itg years. - Mind b:l.tun a business,
Britons fight Aritain l.nd. we will-build the greate=t
empite. the vOrid INs sfem e whll a-ﬂud ureelvés in
ams but ‘we wa; ) l' m;«m havé beaten you
in the *m : ipa WoPth 1e; more lhu‘l" this country,
and higher m‘mmu»tmu andard of
living; more J.wi& m peaple; we have mobiliged the
glories of, u% hnum of: ﬂw pn nnr.l for
the good of 1;““0& : . B

m Rnxlhh land gave un ouv -t frth.
he gresn o Ash ﬂe}. ntpircd. ud; the strer
Bngliﬂharéum & lhorcmnl find an alif to

f

help us:' al\ from these 1ittle islands to
smash the’ m ‘01

this -pt t dead; the
1 nwm .1t dead when

w your and we
1 hun out.
wmm- 1n Englind, we will
of 1d pParties. e ghall
-} shall sec the land strong
Y h
m m-l‘ lﬂﬂn 1ive 4n m::;
6 a1l %9 ;;'-‘1 : {m- Plory ey
:ku-mwm of'the will of the

| 2" 1. shall -kn-to
record your fesl ‘matter.

' efhere is one tHing; unm-, which I ghall mention.
1 hear there is a pamphlet which has been distributed in the
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Questions for Discussion
1. Where did Mosley lay the blame for the outbreak of the Second World War?

2. Judging from this source alone, how can the ideology of the British Union of
Fascists be defined?

3. Was Oswald Mosley a genuine pacifist?
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SOURCE THREE

Source Intro

On 23 May 1940, Oswald Mosley was arrested and interned, without trial, under the
auspices of Defence Regulation 18B. This legislation had been passed into law in
August 1939 to help defend Britain from potential internal threats in a time of war,
but had only been used very sparingly prior to the German invasion of France. This
increased threat to Britain, coinciding with Winston Churchill’s accession to the
office of Prime Minister, saw a substantial expansion of internment measures.
Mosley was one of the first to be detained under this expansion, and he was initially
held at Brixton Prison, before being moved to a house in the grounds of Holloway
Prison, which he shared with his wife. During this time, Mosley wrote often to senior
politicians, including Churchill (as seen in this source), to ask for his release, and that
of his fellow BUF detainees. This he was finally granted in November 1943, though
he remained under house arrest until the end of the war.

Source

“Statement by Sir Oswald Mosley concerning the continued detention of British
Union members”, 5 October 1942.

PREM 4/39/5, images 185—188.
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COPY
STATEMENT BY SIR OSWALD MOSLEY

CONCERNING THE CONTINUED DETENTION Tl
OF "BRITISH UNION" UEMBERS ;

I write this Statement because some 86% of
the British subjects of British origin, arrested. =
under the 18B Regulations, were members of British
Union with mg leadership (vide figures in Hansard,
Vol376 col. 858/860). For nearly 2% years many
of us have been held in gaols or camps, with the
result that a number of people have been led to 2
believe that we have done something disloyal to =
our country. In fact nothing of the kind has been
alleged against us by the Goverrnment; because they
have never suggested that we have done anything since
the war except conduct a political campaign in favour
of a negotiated Peace. Further, no one has contended
that we have ever broken any law.

Prior to the war we were denounced as an
ultra-patriotic organisation. - For 7 years before
this war we maintained an unceasing campaign to
obtain the proper and modern armament of our
country, in the air, on the sea and on land. We
opposed this war, but we strove for a British Empire
strong against any possible attack; . we stood for
peace but also for strength. If anyone really
suspects that we desire to bring about the defeat
of our country, it may be replied that a 7 years
campaign to secure its armament against defeat is
a strange beginning to that design. i \

To anyone who says that it is disldf%l‘tq &Rl
oppose a war the best.reply may be made in the words
of Mr. Lloyd-George when he was opposing the Boer
War:- "Is every politician who opposes a war during
its progress of necessity a traitor? If so, Chatham
was a traitor and Burke and Fox especially; and in
later times Cobden and Bright!,. R

We can also summon to our aid the whole
experience of British History in our reply to the
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s hie

insinuation that we may be rendered disloyal to our
country by adherence to our National Socialist and
Fascist creed, which - in a "character, policy, form
and method suited to this country alone" - we have
long striven to persuade our fellow countrymen to
adopt. The fact that they were fighting the
catholic Power of Spain did not render British
Catholics disloyal to their country in the age of
Queen Elizabeth. The fzect that the ideas of the
French Revolution were, in many respects, similar to
their own ideas, did not make distinguished British
Radicals disloyal to their country during the wars
with Napoleon.. Still less does our creed, whose first
tenet is love of country, make us disloyal to our
country in the modern age. Those who allege such

a change in the character of Englishmen, impute a
decline to which denial has been given in practical
form by very many of our members who have served
throughout the present war in the Forces, and have
fought bravely. It should also be stated, that,
within my knowledge, all of us in these gaols who were
old enough to fight in the last war did in fact fight
for our country in that war. For instance, beside

me in this gaol is a man who won both the D.S.0. and
H.C. in the last war, but has served, with his wife,
two and a half years in prisons and camps during this
war, because he was a member of British Union. -

The loyalty of our members to our country is
the natural result both of our creed and of our policy
since the conflict began. For instance, after the
declaration of war I published the following message
to members of British Union:- "Qur country is involved
in war. Therefore I ask you to do nothing -to injure
our country, or to help any other Power. Our members
should do what the law requires of them, and if they
are members of any of the Forces or Services of the
Crown, they should obey their orders, and, in every
particular, obey the rules of their Services." Such a
message was the natural expression of our policy:
10n the one hand we wanted Peace; and on the other
hand we wanted Peace with Britain undefeated™.
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e

It was never suggested ‘to us in the 'spring of
1940 that we had no right to exercise full freedom
of speech. The Press supporting us did not receive
the warning for wvhich provision is made in the present
law. Instead, the Government requested Parliament
to pass a new Regulation which was apparently designed
specifically to enable members of our organisation
to be imgrisoned (vide Hansard, 21st July, 19482,
Col. 1518). On the following day, 23rd May, 1940,
we were thrown into gaol by virtue of this new
Regulation of whose very existence we were unaware.
We were not arrested under the original Regulation
18B(1), which provides inter alia for detention on
account of alleged "acts prejudicial to the publie
safety". We were arrested under the ad hoc
Regulation 18B(1)(a), which provided for the detention
of anyone who was a member of an organisation whose
leaders "have had associations" with the leaders of
countries with which this country is now at war.
That I had "associations!", before the war, of a
perfectly legal and proper character, I have certainly
never denied. I held it to be my duty, by personal
contact or any other proper means, to make whatever
contribution I could to the maintenance and building
of World Peace. Such "associations" before the war
were perfectly legal. I reiterate and emphasise
that it has never been suggested by the Government
that we have done-anything since the war except carry
on a ‘political propaganda. Is not 2% years'
imprisonment for entirely legitimate proceedings
at least sufiicient for my supporters?!.

For well over 2 years now our organisation
has been banned, and it has been made an offence in
law to carry on our propaganda. Anyone continuing
such propaganda can consequently be convicted in the
courts and sentenced at the most to two years!
imprisonment. Our principle has always been to obey
the law, as we have often stated. Under present
law we can, in effect, be required to do whatever
the Government of the day may desire.

Over 80% of our members, who were originally
arrested, have since been released and have performed
variocus forms of national service without complaint
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KB T

against them. Those still detzined are just the
same kind of people; who keep them rotting in
prison and camps?

In any case it is very wrong that our fellow
countrymen should be given any occasion to think that
we have done something disloyal to our country during
this war; while in fact, during the private Inquiry
‘of the Government, nothing of the kind was suggested
against us. No one can show that I or my friends
‘have ever done anything disloyal to our country, ands:
given the opportunity, I will defend myself at ‘any
time before the whole nation from any such suggestion,
no matter from what quarter it may come.

To hold political opponents silent in gaol while
a'gross untruth is circulated against them is a
procedure that cannot be justified to History, even
if ‘the moment permits it. Yet, that is the situation
that has now been created. It should not have arisen,
as our detention was frequently described by the
Government as "Preventive!" in contradiction to the
allegation that we have done something disloyal to
Justify imprisonment. Further, the Prime Minister
has himself stated that "he was increasingly sceptical
of the existence of a fifth column in this country".
But our prolonged imprisonment and the subsequent
_.Silence of the Government have since ‘given the
“unscrupulois and the ignorant ‘an opportunity of which
full advantage has been taken. - If we, and through
us our dependents, are to suffer not only the
miseries but also the slur of further imprisonment
I suggest that, in honour, the Government should state
publicly whatever they have to say against us, and
that I should at least have the right to make a public
reply.

I teke entire responsibility for the policy of
British Union. All my actions and principles I am
prepared at any time to defend publicly before my
fellow countrymen.
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Questions for Discussion

1. Contrast Mosley’s attitude and messaging here with that in Source Two—how far
did it change?

2. What arguments did Mosley make for his release and how credible were they,
given the circumstances?

3. To what extent was the internment of Mosley and other senior fascists a
necessary measure during the Second World War?
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Questions for General Discussion

The following questions are designed to prompt a wider discussion on the events,
issues, and themes highlighted in the sources.

1. Why did Oswald Mosley and his ideas enjoy such widespread support in Britain
during the first half of the 1930s?

2. Why were the British Union of Fascists not able to translate this support into
political power?

3. How British was the BUF’s brand of fascism? Was it merely a foreign import,
designed to imitate more successful movements in Italy and Germany?

4. To what extent was the policy of long-term detention without trial, authorised by
Defence Regulation 18B, justifiable in Second World War Britain?

5. Did the Second World War mark the permanent demise of organised fascism in
Britain?

Visit Collection [
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About British Online Archives (BOA)

British Online Archives (BOA) is one of the UK’s leading academic publishers and
online repositories. Hosting over six million records, carefully sourced from private
and public archives, such as The National Archives (UK) and British Library, our
primary source collections cover over 500 years of world history.

They boast extensive documentation from across the globe, providing invaluable
source material for students and researchers working within a range of scholarly
disciplines, including history, politics, sociology, and international relations. Our
unique digital collections offer insights into global historical events and trends,
typically through a British lens. They serve to broaden our understanding of
history, and help us to make sense of contemporary social, cultural, economic,
and political landscapes.

Related Collections:

BOA's primary source collections are organised thematically so as to enhance
user experience and boost discoverability. Via reflection on our archival holdings,
and in dialogue with scholars, we have grouped our collections under eleven key
historical themes.

The British Union of Fascists, 1933—-1953, falls under the broad themes of

“Politics and Social Movements”, “War, Security, and Intelligence”, and “Media and
Communications”.

You can explore related collections, such as The Political Culture of British
Communism, 1920-1991, and Liberal Party from Asquith to Ashdown,
1912-1988, by scanning the QR code.
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The Collection Development Process and its Benefits

At British Online Archives (BOA), our skilled team takes great care in curating and
publishing our primary source collections. It is a process that yields high-quality
products, as well as substantial benefits for all involved: BOA, our archival
partners, and, ultimately, our users. Here is a brief outline of the key steps.

Based on a proposal from a member of BOA's content team (all of whom have a
background in historical scholarship), we collaborate with staff at the relevant
archives, libraries, and heritage institutions, as well as with external academics and
heritage experts, to shape the collection and produce a full item listing. The next
step is equally important: the comprehensive conservation of the physical
documents. Typically, this is carried out by professional conservators at the
archives themselves, but it is funded by BOA. This crucial process ensures that the
documents remain in excellent condition for use by other researchers for years to
come.

Following conservation, the documents are digitised to the highest standards, either
by BOA's expert digitisation team, the archives’ in-house digitisers, or by a specialist
contractor. In every case, the digitisation costs are borne directly by BOA. Scans
are then reviewed, organised, tagged, and marketed by BOA's relevant specialist
teams, a process that is verified by collection-specific editorial boards composed of
scholars and heritage experts. They likewise contribute key supplementary
materials, such as contextual essays, which complement articles produced by
members of our team, as well as our innovative source-based teaching packs.

Prior to publication, each document undergoes Optical Character Recognition
(OCR), meaning that you can search for words or phrases contained within
images. Our published collections employ the Universal Viewer (UV). Significantly,
this offers the “deep zoom” feature, allowing users to examine details in a
document without lowering the quality of the image. Collections that contain
handwritten script also benefit from Handwritten Text Recognition (HTR) software.
This delivers a significant increase in usability and search term accuracy.

Finally, we should highlight that the digitised images that each institution has
contributed to the curation process are made available to them for free and in
perpetuity, ensuring that they have a high-quality digital copy of the material to use
as they see fit. Our archival partners likewise receive royalties from any sales that
we make, providing a revenue stream that is welcomed, particularly by smaller
archives, libraries, and heritage institutions.
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