
‘This is an original, deeply researched and very readable book by the leading scholar of 
British fascism. It makes an extremely valuable contribution to our understanding of the 
British fascist tradition.’ 

Professor Roger Eatwell, University of Bath, UK 

‘By introducing a biographical approach to reveal the diversity of the visions of national 
rebirth adopted by six British fascists over nearly a century, Graham Macklin puts welcome 
flesh on the abstract formula and abstruse generalisations that have too often plagued fascist 
studies in the past, and simultaneously reveals the transnational nature of the fascist project 
in the minds of its most ardent believers. Hopefully, Macklin’s impressively researched and 
thoughtful biographical study will inspire a new genre of fascist studies.’ 

Professor Roger Griffin, Oxford Brookes University, UK 

‘Failed Führers offers us something remarkable, a synoptic overview of the British far right 
firmly rooted in the granular detail of narrative biography. A maestro of British archives, 
Macklin brilliantly illuminates the shady saga of a rogues gallery of fanatics from Arnold 
Leese and Oswald Mosley to Colin Jordan and Nick Griffin. Failed Führers is a must read 
for anyone concerned about fascism, past, present, … and future?’ 

Kevin Coogan, author of Dreamer of the Day: Francis Parker Yockey and the Postwar 
Fascist International 

‘This is a readable and well-researched book from one of the leading scholars of British 
fascism. Dr Macklin’s thesis centres on six meticulous case studies of leading British 
fascists, usefully setting their stories in a wider international context. With neo-fascism and 
the authoritarian and exclusionist populist right on the rise across the globe, this is an engag
ing and timely reminder to keep our eyes on the past, in order to better understand the 
unstable present.’ 

Dr David Baker, Warwick University, UK (Retired) 

‘With spectacular archival depth, Failed Führers convincingly shows how continuities in far 
right ideologies and movements are constructed and sustained as each generation’s ideo
logues are shaped by trajectories of influence from key mentors to emergent protégés. A bril
liant intervention into understandings of the historical and contemporary extreme right.’ 

Cynthia Miller-Idriss, American University, USA 

‘Failed Führers provides an important and timely contribution for historians, social scien
tists, and the general public by offering a comprehensive account of the historical evolution 
of the far right in Britain. His account is layered and nuanced reflecting a deep understanding 
of the topic. Macklin’s manuscript is an important accomplishment and I highly recommend 
this book for anyone serious about understanding the far right.’ 

Peter Simi, Chapman University, USA 





Failed Führers
 

This book provides a comprehensive history of the ideas and ideologues associated with 
the racial fascist tradition in Britain. It charts the evolution of the British extreme right 
from its post-war genesis after 1918 to its present-day incarnations, and details the ideo
logical and strategic evolution of British fascism through the prism of its principal leaders 
and the movements with which they were associated. 

Taking a collective biographical approach, the book focuses on the political careers of 
six principal ideologues and leaders, Arnold Leese (1878–1956); Sir Oswald Mosley 
(1896–1980); A.K. Chesterton (1899–1973); Colin Jordan (1923–2009); John Tyndall 
(1934–2005); and Nick Griffin (1959–), in order to study the evolution of the racial ideo 
logy of British fascism, from overtly biological conceptions of ‘white supremacy’ through 
‘racial nationalism’ and latterly to ‘cultural’ arguments regarding ‘ethno-nationalism’. 

Drawing on extensive archival research and often obscure primary texts and propaganda 
as well as the official records of the British government and its security services, this is the 
definitive historical account of Britain’s extreme right and will be essential reading for all 
students and scholars of race relations, extremism and fascism. 

Graham Macklin is Assistant Professor/Postdoctoral Fellow at the Center for Research on 
Extremism (C-REX) at the University of Oslo, Norway. He has published extensively on 
extreme right-wing and anti-minority politics in Britain in both the inter-war and post-war 
periods including Very Deeply Dyed in the Black: Sir Oswald Mosley and the Resurrection 
of British Fascism after 1945 (2007), British National Party: Contemporary Perspectives 
(2011) co-edited with Nigel Copsey, Failed Führers: A History of Britain’s Extreme Right 
(2020), and Researching the Far Right: Theory, Method and Practice (2020) co-edited 
with Stephen Ashe, Joel Busher and Aaron Winter. Macklin co-edits ‘Patterns of Prejudice: 
Fascism’ and the ‘Routledge Studies in Fascism and the Far Right’ book series. 
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Introduction
 

This book details the ideological and strategic evolution of British fascism from its roots in 
the extreme right-wing and anti-Semitic demi-monde in the aftermath of the First World 
War, through a range of political parties and movements, to its present-day incarnations. 
While this volume does excavate unexplored areas of the British fascist tradition and 
draws, in multiple places, upon a raft of previously unseen archival sources, it makes no 
claims to being a comprehensive history. Instead of adopting the synoptic overview of 
previous classic historical accounts in the field,1 the present study traces continuity and 
change within the British fascist tradition through a collective biographical approach, 
focusing upon the political careers of six principal ideologues and leaders: Arnold Leese 
(1878–1956), Sir Oswald Mosley (1896–1980), A.K. Chesterton (1899–1973), Colin 
Jordan (1923–2009), John Tyndall (1934–2005) and Nick Griffin (1959–). 

These six biographical chapters, which can be read individually, or collectively, to illu
minate the multifaceted nature of British fascism as it has evolved since the 1920s, pay 
particularly close attention to the transnational perspective that these individuals took both 
with regard their ideological visions but also in respect of their political organising too. 
The first chapter explores the ‘Jew-wise’ politicking of Arnold Leese – undoubtedly the 
UK’s only self-proclaimed ‘anti-Jewish camel doctor’ – who led the Imperial Fascist 
League, a tiny but virulent pro-Nazi grouplet during the inter-war years. Although Leese 
was always a marginal political figure in the 1930s, his blend of rabid anti-Semitism, Nazi 
Nordicism and anti-Black racism had an outsized influence upon post-war generations of 
self-described ‘racial nationalists’ – a term which will be described in greater detail below. 
Chapter 2 examines the political career of Sir Oswald Mosley, a man reviled by Leese as a 
‘Kosher fascist’. Mosley led the British Union of Fascists (BUF), the pre-eminent fascist 
movement in inter-war Britain, the name of which he changed in 1937 to the British Union 
of Fascists and National Socialists to better reflect his own growing pro-Nazi stance. As 
discussed in more detail below, the existing historiography of British fascism has concen
trated disproportionately on Mosley and the BUF.2 This chapter focuses instead largely 
upon Mosley’s post-war career as he transitioned from a straightforward ‘Britain First’ 
nationalism to the idea of ‘Europe-a-Nation’ which represented an ultimately unsuccessful 
attempt to redefine the parameters of the fascist vision for a post-fascist world. 

Chapter 3 investigates the activities of A.K. Chesterton, one of Mosley’s most vitupera 
tive anti-Jewish propagandists during the 1930s, who developed a career after 1945 as an 
internationally influential anti-Semitic conspiracy theorist. Chesterton held fast to the 
‘Britain First’ credo of the BUF, carrying its torch forward through to the formation of the 
National Front in 1966. Chapter 4 surveys the career of the ‘neo-Nazi godfather’ Colin 
Jordan who evolved from being a ‘Jew-wise’ racial nationalist, like his mentor, Arnold 
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Leese, to formulating a pan-Aryan ‘universal’ idea of Nazism that rejected the ‘narrow’ 
nationalism of the inter-war years altogether. Chapter 5 examines the life of John Tyndall, 
an ardent national socialist revolutionary who, having split from Jordan, espoused a 
mélange of racial nationalist ideas derived from Mosley and Chesterton, aimed at promot 
ing a ‘British’ form of National Socialism. Within the extreme right milieu, Tyndall was 
one of its more notable political organisers, serving twice as National Front (NF) chairman, 
before founding the British National Party (BNP) in 1982. Chapter 6 concludes with 
an examination of the political career of Nick Griffin, a young racial nationalist who cut 
his teeth in Tyndall’s NF, sticking with the group following its collapse in 1979, to 
become a leading light in its revolutionary nationalist ‘political soldier’ faction during the 
1980s. Griffin established a reputation for himself as an ideological hardliner and voluble 
Holocaust denier, leading Tyndall to court him to join the BNP, a decision he was to rue. 
Griffin succeeded Tyndall as BNP leader in 1999, helped ‘modernise’ the party and 
embraced anti-Muslim racial ‘populism’, which helped propel the BNP to become the most 
successful racial nationalist organisation in British history before it politically imploded 
in 2010. 

Methodology 
Historians once regarded the biographical approach as somewhat unfashionable, many har
bouring an ambivalent stance towards the genre, at best. Indeed, as one symposium on 
‘Historians and Biography’ observed a decade ago, biography is the profession’s ‘unloved 
stepchild’, often viewed as a ‘lesser form of history’ or a ‘degraded form of historical 
writing’. This reasoning rests, in part, upon a common misapprehension that biography 
interprets the role of the individual in history as being, ‘the only intellectual and analytical 
center of the argument.’ This is rarely the case, however. Historians, generally speaking, 
use biography to explore the wider political, social, cultural and moral universe their sub
jects occupy and the two interact and illuminate one another.3 Previous biographies of 
British fascists, and on Fascism and Nazism more generally, have provided keen insight 
into the individuals themselves and, arguably, some of the most sophisticated analysis of 
how the competing power bases of those ‘working towards the Führer’ ultimately ener
gised the horrors of the Third Reich.4 Biography serves us here as an analytical prism 
through which the broader ideological and organisational contours of the British fascist tra
dition, as it has evolved over the course of several generations, are refracted. This meth
odological approach has several distinct advantages, not least of which is to address the 
following lament: 

While scholars studying extreme right movements recently complained how less atten
tion is paid to the ideology of these movements in contrast to the development of clas
sificatory and explanatory models, even less attention is paid to those individuals who 
subscribe to, at times formulate and promote this ideology.5 

This study seeks to redress this. In doing so, it also seeks to provide a broader contextual 
contemplation of the individuals who articulated and disseminated these ideas and the 
wider political environment in which they did so, whilst also focusing upon the political 
actions that resulted from those choices. As Sir Richard Evans observed in his magisterial 
history of the Third Reich, ‘academic authors paint a somewhat bloodless, almost abstract 
picture of the Nazis, as if the theories and debates about them were more important than 
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the people themselves.’ Like Evans, this work, endeavours ‘to put individuals back into the 
picture’6 in order to give a fuller understanding of those promoting and producing the 
extreme right ideologies around which groups have mobilised. 

Adopting a collective biographical approach – prosopography7 – also offers a means of 
reinserting human agency into the broader structural explanations of history. Focusing on 
the role of these individuals within the broader racial nationalist milieu can help illuminate 
the broader historical processes which they helped to shape and which shaped them.8 

Historians recognise that people and parties are not simply hostages to fortune, buffeted by 
impersonal socio-economic ‘drivers’ without any means of recourse or redress. This is not 
to dismiss the salience of these factors. They are vital, of course, but so too is the need for 
a historically grounded approach that embeds individual actors, and the decisions and strat
egies they enact in pursuit of their political agendas, within this wider, structural context.9 

Karl Marx’s oft-repeated aphorism succinctly summarises this interplay between human 
agency, impersonal structure and the burden of history: 

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not 
make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly 
encountered, given, and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the dead genera
tions weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living.10 

Structuring the book in this manner, instead of adopting a more straightforward chrono
logical approach to the history of British fascism, has several distinct analytical advant
ages.11 Whilst acknowledging the collective biographical approach represents an artificial 
literary conceit, disaggregating these various ideologues avoids reifying British fascism as 
a monolithic tradition under a single leadership, since it illuminates the heterodox nature of 
fascist thought, a plurality erased by presenting fascism or ‘right-wing extremism’ as a 
uniform or indeed unitary phenomenon.12 Highlighting the personal and political cleavages 
that have proliferated across its fractious and fissiparous history not only provides a sharper 
appreciation of how, and when, such conflicts have contributed to the political, organisa
tional and tactical evolution of British fascism, but also emphasises that it was never a 
singular, homogenous social movement in the first place.13 The prosopographic approach 
facilitates the elucidation of these nuances. 

The collective biographical framework adopted by this study also refocuses our atten
tion on the role of human agency within extreme right movements, something that is writ 
large within small groupuscular organisations. It also highlights that, above and beyond 
fomenting division – since human agency can also particularly destructive within miniscule 
political formations – individual activists, and the groups they form, are capable of adapt 
ing their ideologies to external circumstance (and, of course, their own personal peccadil
loes), all the while remaining faithful to fascism’s non-negotiable racial nationalist core. 
Whilst emphasising the ideological continuity of the milieu, the current work also estab
lishes the central role of these ideologues and their activities in its perpetuation and 
longevity.14 Indeed, whilst the book’s structure serves to highlight the dynamic trajectories 
undertaken by these individuals over time and illuminates the broader ideological arc of 
their personal political development, it also seeks to locate their role in the evolution of the 
wider movement. This allows for a more detailed examination of the different strategies 
adopted by extreme right activists and the tensions between the ‘mainstreamers’ – who 
focus on legal, non-violent and electoral strategies – and the ‘vanguardists’ who take an 
extra-parliamentary approach often involving violence and illegality.15 
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Finally, this collective biographical approach addresses a glaring structural imbalance 
within the historiography of British fascism itself, which is virtually synonymous with the 
politics and personality of Oswald Mosley. Whilst understandable, this distorts our under
standing of the movement’s wider history.16 Within this historiography, there is also a tend
ency within the literature towards personification, arguably borne out in the current work 
too. More to the point, many historians have tended to study the BUF precisely because it 
was the vehicle upon which Mosley squandered his supposedly considerable political 
talents: fascism as personal tragedy. This narrative, of wasted intellect squandered on gutter 
politics, has continued to endure though it obscures as much about British fascism as it 
reveals. Mosley was, of course, pivotal during the inter-war period but he was not always 
the most important or influential figure thereafter. Studying the pilot fish can tell us much 
about the whale and by situating Mosley alongside his political contemporaries, and their 
successors, – though he and his followers would baulk at such comparison – this book also 
provides a clearer understanding of Mosley’s overall place within the British fascist 
pantheon. 

Moving away from focusing solely upon Mosley, particularly during the inter-war 
period, also helps us to recalibrate our understanding of British fascism’s periodisation. 
During the 1930s, Mosley’s anti-fascist opponents mocked his movement’s symbol, the 
flash and circle – symbolically depicting ‘unity in action’ – as a ‘flash in the pan’.17 In a 
wider historical sense, this was true. The BUF lasted a mere eight years: from 1932 to 
1940. Yet despite the ultimately ephemeral nature of British fascism during the ‘devil’s 
decade’, the historiography remains disproportionately weighted towards these eight years. 
Post-war British fascism has lasted over seventy years and is deserving of more scholarly 
interrogation.18 

The current study extends the temporal frame of reference to encompass a full century of 
British fascism, with the caveat that the chapter on Mosley is weighted towards his post
1945 activities since these are lesser known. Although this study begins in the aftermath of 
the First World War, a conflict in which Leese, Mosley and Chesterton all served, this is not 
to imply that British fascism experienced the ideological equivalent of a virgin birth in 1918. 
There were many pre-war ideological and political tributaries that gradually coalesced into a 
body of thought that underpinned what became British fascist ‘doctrine’ during the early 
1920s. Adumbrating the contours of British fascism’s intellectual antecedents during the 
Edwardian era – social Darwinism, racism, eugenics, imperialism and jingoistic nationalism 
to name but a few – is beyond the scope of this study, though it would undoubtedly enhance 
our understanding of British fascism’s domestic roots, which are often obscured by claims 
that it was little more than a foreign ‘import’. That said, it is equally important not to down
play the radicalising effect that the contagious encounter with Italian Fascism and German 
National Socialism had upon native British fascists either. It is perhaps enough to remark at 
this juncture that the study of British fascism awaits its own Zeev Sternhell, whose work 
diligently traces ‘proto-fascist’ precursors in pre-1914 France.19 

Having highlighted the analytic advantages of narrating British fascism’s history 
through a biographical frame, it would be remiss not to issue a few caveats. It is hopefully 
already apparent that this is not a study of Thomas Carlyle’s ‘great men’ bending history to 
their will, a viewpoint popular, for readily apparent reasons, with the fascists themselves.20 

If anything, it is the complete opposite – a narrative of marginal political actors vainly 
resisting the broader arc of global history. Nor is the focus upon ‘leaders’ intended as a 
definitive statement on the methodological prism through which we should understand 
British fascism not least because, as Paxton sagely observed of the 1930s: ‘The image of 



Introduction 5 

the all-powerful dictator personalizes fascism, and creates the false impression that we can 
understand it fully by scrutinizing the leader alone.’21 This observation is no less true 
regarding the post-war period. Furthermore, privileging the role played by these six leading 
ideologues risks mythologising the supposed centrality of their ‘leadership’ and, in doing 
so, crowding others off the stage, though, in keeping with Evan’s injunction, I have endeav
oured to locate these individual biographies within their social and political contexts. 

In focusing upon these six ideologues, one might rightfully enquire whether there were 
other figures worthy of inclusion. Whilst the figures here are ideologues rather than intel 
lectuals – a crucial distinction – there a number of elitist and anti-democratic thinkers, par
ticularly Anthony Ludovici, who might have been considered for inclusion were it not for 
the fact that, despite the similarity of their core ideas, they personally never crossed the 
Rubicon to embrace fascism. Indeed such ‘neo-Tories’ – the intellectual counterparts of the 
Conservative Revolutionaries in Germany – viewed British fascism with elitist disdain, 
regarding it as distinctly plebeian. Sir Charles Petrie’s remarks, after attending Mosley’s 
1934 Albert Hall meeting, were emblematic of the collective attitude of these neo-Tories: 
‘I agreed with about half he said, but the whole thing was very cheap and went against the 
grain with me.’22 Indeed, despite their own marked sympathies for Nazism and Fascism, 
not to mention Franco’s Spain, many ‘neo-Tories’ also viewed ‘British fascism’ as thor
oughly ‘un-British’.23 This did not mean that their own contempt for liberal democracy was 
any less reactionary or that their panaceas were any less ‘revolutionary’ in intent. Indeed, 
as Stanley Payne observed ‘The radical right … often differed from fascism not by being 
more moderate, but simply by being more rightist’.24 

Nor are the ‘blood and soil’ ruralists like William Sanderson, Viscount Lymington, Rolf 
Gardiner or Henry Williamson, subjected to in-depth scrutiny, despite their ecological pre
occupations being an important tributary to British fascism, largely because they them
selves did not lead ‘political’ organisations of any great note.25 Perhaps the most obvious 
omission are the ‘race thinkers’ Roger Pearson and Robert Gayre – both of whom do 
feature, albeit only in passing, since neither man led a political movement and, moreover, 
because their efforts to resurrect ‘scientific racism’ after 1945 really requires a separate 
study.26 Were this a study of the wider far right of British politics, particularly its anti-
Muslim fringe, then figures like Stephen Yaxley-Lennon (‘Tommy Robinson’), the former 
leader of the English Defence League (EDL), might conceivably qualify for inclusion but 
have been excluded from this study on the grounds that, whatever else they might be, they 
are not racial nationalists.27 

Whilst consisting of six inter-related and interlocking biographies, the individual is 
neither the sole unit of analysis nor the interest of this study. The book makes no effort to 
illuminate the inner recesses of their interior lives or characters, addressing their personal 
lives only insofar as they have political consequences (or vice versa) or because it reveals 
something of note about the milieu they inhabit. Those seeking psychological insights will 
also be disappointed since this is neither a study of the ‘authoritarian personality’ nor ‘char
ismatic leadership’. With the exception of Mosley,28 most of these activists were notably 
absent this vital political ingredient, even though they undoubtedly possessed a measure of 
‘coterie charisma’ necessary to weld together disparate groups of activists into something 
approaching a coherent political movement.29 

Whilst this study utilises collective biography to chart the variegated ideological and stra
tegic development of the fascist tradition, ‘ideology’ itself – defined succinctly as ‘a more or 
less coherent set of ideas that proves the basis for organized political action, whether this is 
intended to preserve, modify or overthrow the existing system of power’30 – is not without 
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contestation. Indeed, scholars have failed to agree amongst themselves about its salience. 
In one corner, there are those who argue that British fascism was of interest precisely 
because it possessed a well-developed ideology compared to that of other minor European 
fascisms.31 In the other, are those exemplified by solicitor advocate Anthony Julius who 
disparages British fascists as having 

contributed nothing to the understanding of their times; they included no thinkers or 
strategists of distinction or even mediocrity; there was nothing original or even engag
ing in their programmes; they produced nothing of political or cultural value; their 
newsletters and pamphlets were dreary, somewhat hysterical and most of all just 
wrong about the events they reported.32 

There is merit in both viewpoints since they are not as contradictory as they first appear, 
though Julius ignores the essential point that ideas do not have to be ‘original’ or ‘right’ 
and still less of political and cultural ‘value’ for them to be adopted by, and believed in, by 
scores of people and ergo worthy of study. His comments reflect the wider perception of 
British fascism as a ‘failure’ – which, comparatively speaking, it self-evidently was. Space 
precludes rehashing why British fascism remained the ‘ugly duckling’.33 Suffice to say that 
even British fascism’s own tacticians have understood their political tradition as a failure. 
‘So for the twenty years following the war’, wrote one, looking back upon the past with a 
grimace, ‘nationalism had not much to show for itself, save a few punch ups at Trafalgar 
Square, the odd riot, several unsuccessful electoral forays and a brace of convictions for 
sub-revolutionary activity’.34 

‘Ideology’ evolves – not in a political vacuum – but in response to a dynamic interplay 
between ideologues and their followers and external circumstances that condition the 
choices and decisions they make regarding what points of ideology to emphasise and the 
strategies to employ to take advantage of perceived political opportunities. Whilst each of 
the ideologues discussed in the book were the official arbiters of orthodoxy within their 
respective movements, this is not to suggest that they espoused a finished ‘ideology’. Even 
for these leading luminaries, ‘ideology’ came into focus only after they joined or formed 
political organisations, and, as these biographical case studies highlight, it continued to 
evolve thereafter.35 One also needs to be mindful that fascism’s followers and fellow trav
ellers did not imbibe the ‘official’ ideology espoused by fascist leaders and ideologues 
without questioning it; there was dissent and disagreement, splits and fragmentation, as 
well as convergence and agreement. Nor can we take for granted that followers understood 
ideas and ‘ideology’ in the same fashion as did ideologues or indeed that it always ‘mat
tered’ in the same way, or at the same time, throughout the course of an activist’s political 
career. This is not to imply a disjuncture between ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ ideological 
interpretations. It is merely to suggest that activists who rallied to the fascist standard might 
have been attracted less by the finer points of the arcane, esoteric disputes about racial 
genealogy, Mendelian genetic inheritance or the Indo-European ‘origins’ of the ‘Aryan’ 
race, and more by the blunt, vulgar, racist messaging of fascist propaganda and its violent 
panaceas.36 This is not necessarily a startlingly original observation. The ‘esoteric’ and 
‘exoteric’ nature of fascist ideologies, arising from the ‘conflict between ideological purity 
and the desire for a mass basis,’ has long been evident to scholars.37 

Whilst ideology defines the parameters of the group – and its enemies – ‘ideology’ in 
and of itself was not always the reason people joined, or remained active, in such groups. 
An apocryphal anecdote regarding Charlie Watts, a leading BUF activist, attests to this 
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point. A young enthusiastic fascist he had recently recruited was once badgering Watts 
with political questions but was becoming increasing frustrated by Watts’ terse responses. 
Pressed for his thoughts on Mosley’s seminal tract, The Greater Britain (1932), the philo
sophical cornerstone of BUF ideology, Watts finally blurted out ‘I don’t know. I’ve never 
read it, I might disagree.’38 Clearly, ‘ideology’ was of secondary importance even to some 
of those at the forefront of fascist movements which can prioritise ‘feeling’ and ‘emotion’ 
above intellect and thought, not to mention physical action over contemplation, though 
Mosley believed he could synthesise the two as the ‘Thought-Deed Man’. Indeed ‘ideo
logy’ also offers us limited insight into the dynamics of such groups, their social base or 
indeed their voters, many of whom were by no means ‘fascist’.39 

A fascist minimum? 
There have been a number of productive scholarly debates in recent times which have 
attempted to define ‘fascism’ as a generic phenomenon but, as these are not the main focus 
of this book, they will only be discussed briefly here.40 Amongst the most profitable 
approaches to defining fascism as a generic, ideal type, was the one pioneered by Roger 
Griffin who defined it as ‘a genus of political ideology whose mythic core in its various 
permutations is a palingenetic form of populist ultranationalism’ though, given the differ
ences between ‘populism’ and ‘fascism’ as ideologies, his choice of the word ‘populist’ as 
a definitional feature compounded rather than relieved conceptual confusion.41 That said, 
Griffin’s core point, that the ‘palingenetic myth’ – a revival of the Greek term ‘palingene
sis’ meaning rebirth of recreation – sat at the heart of fascism has been hugely influential. 
Roger Eatwell adopted a broadly analogous definition, albeit one which placed more 
emphasis on economic ideology and less on ‘political religion’, explaining fascism as an 
ideology that strives for ‘social rebirth in order to forge a holistic-national radical Third 
Way.’42 Regardless of their differences, however, both definitions capture the central notion 
of national rebirth and resurrection at the heart of fascism’s nebulous promise. 

All revolutionary movements contain within them such millenarian desires, however, 
what makes fascism distinctive is that ‘it projects palingenetic longings onto the nation, 
conceived as an organic or racial entity.’43 For many scholars, it was the intoxicating ideo
logical synthesis of ultra-nationalism with ‘palingenesis’ that constituted the ‘Fascist 
minimum’ – the ideological essence of the phenomenon when shorn of its temporal trap
pings.44 Griffin, in particular, argued for this method of philosophical abstraction as a 
means of identifying fascism as an ‘ideal type’. Elaborating an ideal type is not the same as 
attempting to provide a definitive, essentialist statement about what fascism was, or is, in 
accordance with a ‘template’ or checklist of qualities since this produces only ossification. 
Instead, an ‘ideal type’ allows us to conceive of the liminal, fluid, aspects of fascist ideo
logy – its core myths – which are not temporally bound, thereby allowing for the possib
ility that fascism does not have to return with the same external features for it to be 
recognised or understood as ‘fascism’.45 

Diffuse national contexts generate different forms of palingenetic myth since each has 
its own forms of ‘nationalism’ and nationalist readings of history, which further compli
cates the quest for a ‘generic’ fascism. British fascists, for their part, evolved their own 
specific understanding of the centrality of ‘race’ to their own national ‘palingenesis’ – 
national rebirth was racial rebirth and vice versa. Reflecting upon British fascism’s ideo
logical plurality, it is important to note, however, that insofar as racial biological 
determinism suffused myths of national rebirth, it did not animate everyone equally, in the 
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same way, or indeed at the same time. Most notably, Mosley stood outside this tradition.46 

Race was also less of an all-consuming obsession for A.K. Chesterton, for whom the 
‘Menace of the Money Power’ was the overarching concern. In terms of the political action 
that flowed from racial ideology, this was a question of degrees; since ‘race’ was a point of 
increasing ideological and political convergence around which all fascist and extreme 
right-wing groups coalesced from the 1950s onwards albeit underpinned by a conspirato 
rial anti-Semitism which, to a greater or lesser degree, was shared by all six political actors 
discussed here. 

Post-war fascism? 
It should be noted at this juncture that over seventy-five years after the military defeat of 
Fascism and Nazism historians remain deeply divided about whether ‘fascism’ continued 
to exist after 1945. Many historians of inter-war fascist history have refused to concede 
that fascism had any meaning or relevance beyond its ‘epochal’ significance. Ernst Nolte’s 
Der Faschismus in Seiner Epoche (1963) set the stage, arguing that although a fascist 
residue had survived 1945, ‘it cannot be said to have any real significance as far as the 
image of the era is concerned unless the term be stripped almost entirely of its traditional 
connotation.’47 Fascism generated ‘a world-historical moment’ but that ‘moment’ has now 
‘passed’. Fascism was ‘defeated, dead and buried’ after 1945.48 Any post-war recrudes
cence either was not ‘fascism’ at all or represented a ‘mere coda’.49 

The ‘Age of Fascism’ is over, that much is both incontestable and obvious. In Britain, 
the fascist ‘epoch’ was over rather sooner than elsewhere. May 1940 constituted the histor
ical caesura – internment was the ‘watershed’ moment that halted British fascism to five 
years before National Socialism’s own Götterdämmerung in 1945. Fascism, so the argu
ment goes, cannot be understood, let alone adequately theorised outside of the unique con
juncture of structural conditions during the inter-war period that rendered it politically and 
historically significant. Those ‘epochal’ conditions ceased to exist after 1945. No historian 
worth his or her salt would argue otherwise. No phenomenon are supra-historical, however. 
Although post-war fascism lacks the broader economic and existential crisis from which it 
derived its ‘significance’ during the inter-war period, this does not mean that post-war vari 
ants have ceased to be ‘fascism’ simply because they now languish at the margins of Euro
pean societies rather than occupying the central position they once did. 

Ironically, there is far less resistance to conceptualising the periodisation of fascism’s 
genesis backwards from 1919. Indeed, Sternhell has argued persuasively that: ‘Fascism 
belonged not just to the interwar period but to the whole period of history that began with 
the modernization of the European continent at the end of the nineteenth century.’50 If con
sidering the ‘roots’ of Fascism and Nazism before 1919 is generally accepted, why then 
does treating fascism’s continued survival, evolution and mutation, beyond the defeat of its 
regimes in 1945, as part of the same historical continuum, meet with disapproval? Jeffrey 
Bale detects a certain academic myopia in this regard, asserting the ‘empirically incontest
able observation’ that: 

[A]lmost all of those scholars who eventually opted to devote the bulk of their own 
time and energy to researching neo-fascism had previously spent several years 
studying historic fascism, whereas most of the leading experts on classical fascism in 
Europe have spent little or no time studying its postwar (or extra European) variants 
and manifestations.51 
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Kallis argues for a ‘qualified epochal’ conception of fascism, acknowledging its signifi
cance within a specific, historical context, whilst granting that the ‘general ideological 
current [which] gave birth to inter-war fascism has lingered on after the latter’s demise, in 
the same way that it had predated it, long before the very term “fascism” had acquired any 
historic meaning.’52 Less rigid categorisation seems eminently sensible, though doubtless 
the dispute will endure. 

Roberts argues that conceptually stretching ‘fascism’ to encompass post-war phe 
nomena dilutes its meaning and diminishes its historical importance. This is a valid point 
but by locking the correct application of the term ‘fascism’ within its epochal era, one 
runs the risk of legitimising the strategies of those contemporary organisations and parties 
who are deliberately decoupling their politics from the moral stigma of ‘fascism’ as a 
means of retaining and rehabilitating its central ideas.53 Symptomatic of this decoupling is 
the refusal of most fascists to actually self-identify publicly as ‘fascist’ as they had openly 
done during the 1930s – though there were of course numerous figures who eschewed the 
term, notably José Antonio (Spain), Corneliu Codreanu (Romania) and Ferenc Szálasi 
(Hungary). 

Latterly, historians of post-war fascism, frustrated by the historicism of some of their 
colleagues, have also had to contend with another issue: the presentism of some of their 
political science brethren who insist on a similar ‘ontological distance’ between ‘historic’ 
fascism and the contemporary ‘populist radical right’.54 Students of historical fascism and 
the contemporary extreme right are now, perhaps more than ever, ‘increasingly distant 
from one another’.55 Tracing the continuity between contemporary ‘radical right’ parties 
and fascism is not the focus of this study, suffice to say that not all far right groups or 
radical right ‘populist’ parties are ‘fascist’ for, whilst some like the NF and the BNP are a 
part of that tradition, others, like UKIP within a British context, were devoid of fascism’s 
historical baggage and, moreover, its ‘palingenetic’ myth.56 

This disciplinary disjuncture has led to scholars talking past one another; historians 
viewing post-war permutations of fascism through the prism of continuity with the inter
war years whilst political scientists, working within shorter time-frames, have adopted 
various neologisms to classify what they perceive as a quantifiably ‘new’ phenomenon.57 

‘Of course,’ argues Copsey, 

it would be wrong to trace the ideological tradition of the contemporary extreme right 
only to fascism. But temporally focused on the present-day, political scientists are 
drawn far too readily to novelty, and pay insufficient attention to ways in which con
temporary fascists recalibrate, conceal and supplement their fascism in the ‘post
fascist’ era … such an approach threatens to consign fascism to a museum.58 

Recidivists or radicals: ‘neo’-fascism? 
On 4 July 1941, David Petrie, the Director-General of MI5, mused that although British 
fascism had been temporarily crippled, 

it is unlikely that it will not again raise its head with, maybe, some considerable differ
ence in its slogans and outward trappings, though little in its essentially dangerous and 
subversive tendencies. There is a curious continuity in subversive and revolutionary 
movements and little ever occurs that cannot, somehow or other, be linked up with 
something that has gone before.59 
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Four years before the military destruction of Fascism and Nazism, Petrie’s prescient obser
vation anticipated post-war fascism as part of a fluid continuum. In the immediate after 
math of the war, journalists and anti-fascists alike also perceived the recrudescence of 
fascists and fascism, not as some historical disjuncture, but in terms of its direct connection 
to the pre-war period. In the British context ‘neo-fascist’ appeared in print almost immedi
ately. Fascism Inside England (1946), authored by Frederic Mullally, an assistant editor of 
Tribune, was perhaps the first book to refer to the ‘neo-fascist movement’ in his survey of 
British fascism, written as Mosley’s minions re-emerged in London’s East End after the 
war. Mullally adopted the phrase to underwrite the continuity of the tradition rather than its 
disjuncture, however.60 

Since then, however, the ‘neo’ prefix has become shorthand for distinguishing post-war 
fascism from its inter-war parent. Walter Laqueur accepted the notion of continuity inher
ent within the term but remarked upon its syntactic imbalance since ‘neo makes it clear that 
it is not identical with historical fascism, but fascist is the stronger part of the definition.’ 
The two periods were nowhere near to being of same order of magnitude he felt compelled 
to point out, addressing the epochal debate.61 Not everyone could see profit in utilising such 
terminology, however. A. James Gregor contemptuously dismisses ‘neo-fascism’ alto
gether since he finds it to be devoid of meaning.62 From a different angle, political scien
tists have also largely dispensed with the term on the grounds that it no longer accurately 
described the ‘radical’ or ‘extreme right’ populist parties which had abandoned the fascist 
legacy by the 1980s, it was argued.63 

Whilst historians and political scientists remain at odds terminologically, albeit for 
different reasons, few scholars have sought to clarify or elaborate upon what ‘neo-fascism’ 
might actually mean or indeed be. For political scientist Roger Karapin ‘neo-fascist parties’ 
were those ‘which, in the post-war period, have substantially fascist goals and organizing 
methods.’64 Whilst numerous parties have indeed continued to adhere to ‘fascist goals’ 
none have been able to rely upon the unbridled paramilitary violence characteristic of 
fascist ‘organizing methods’ during the 1930s. Roger Griffin has elaborated a more 
nuanced tripartite typology, subdividing ‘post-war fascism’ into the following categories: 
‘nostalgic Fascism/Neo-Nazism’ represented by groups seeking to resurrect past move
ments; ‘Mimetic Fascism/Neo-Nazism’, that essentially Nazified indigenous traditions; and 
‘Neo-Fascism’, which denoted a substantive modification of past forms. Griffin defines 
‘neo-fascism’ as offering ‘something new’ with respect to its more ideologically ossified 
‘nostalgic’ and ‘mimetic’ forms.65 Stanley Payne found Griffin’s taxonomy to be ‘lucid and 
compelling’ not to mention ‘the only recent general interpretation of fascism in English 
that also includes a half chapter of analysis of the post-war organisations.’ Returning to the 
question of significance, Payne concluded, however, that it all amounted to little more than 
a scholarly exercise analogous ‘to the classification of obscure Amazonian languages 
rapidly undergoing extinction’ unless of course a ‘crisis’ of one form or another rendered 
such doctrines relevant again.66 

Whilst Griffin’s typology is instructive, his definition of ‘neo-fascism’ is not altogether 
convincing. It privileges novelty over continuity, resulting from its baseline assumption 
that ‘neo-fascism’ was indeed ‘offering something new with respect to interwar phe
nomena’. It is largely for this reason, in relation to the British context, which comprised of 
various ‘nostalgic’ and ‘mimetic’ movements after 1945, that this study eschews the term 
‘neo-fascism’. By way of self-justification, it is worth briefly exploring the ‘new’ permuta
tions of post-war fascism that Griffin uses to justify his own ideal-typical subdivision: 
revolutionary nationalism, crypto-fascism, revisionism and conservative revolution. None 
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of these permutations were ‘new’. The emergence of each simply represented the rediscov
ery and recycling of previous forms of illiberal revolutionary nationalism sidelined by the 
rise of Hitler and Mussolini, revisited and repurposed by subsequent generations of activ
ists as they struggled to circumnavigate the stigma and odium now attached to ‘fascist’ 
ideas. Efforts to fashion an acceptable, alternative form of ‘fascist’ politics that could be 
distanced from the self-corruption of fascism’s revolutionary promise through accommoda
tion and compromise, and the moral discredit its genocidal tyranny had wrought, was not 
simply a reaction to the vacuum created by the horrors of Nazism but an attempt to find a 
useable historical past. This turn towards ‘purity’ was already apparent as the fascist 
regimes decayed under the strain of ‘total war’ and industrialised killing, however. Indeed, 
the reversion to first principles reflected in the adoption of supposedly ‘left-wing’ revolu 
tionary nationalism had actually begun with Mussolini’s Salò Republic in September 1943 
as the doomed dictator sought to put a ‘revolutionary’ gloss on his status as the Nazis’ 
puppet in Northern Italy. 

Nor was there anything particularly ‘new’ about another of the archetypal attributes of 
‘neo-fascism’, its promulgation of Holocaust denial and historical ‘revisionism’ not least 
because it signalled the ongoing centrality of anti-Semitism to the tradition. Again, this 
development reflected an already extant trajectory. The Nazis themselves were the proto-
typical Holocaust deniers. Only a month after Mussolini’s foundation of the Salò Republic, 
the Reichsführer-SS, Heinrich Himmler, stood before a gathering of SS officers in Posen in 
Nazi-occupied Poland on 4 October. Himmler spoke to his men ‘quite frankly’ about their 
role in the ‘extermination of the Jewish race,’ which for him was ‘a page of glory in our 
history which has never been written and is never to be written.’67 When the Nazis’ efforts 
to annihilate the Jews proved unsuccessful, they turned to obliterating memory of their 
crimes, dynamiting the gas chambers, emptying the camps and murdering as many of the 
surviving inmates as possible through mass shootings and ‘death marches’ before the Allies 
liberated the camps, thereby publicly exposing the full extent of the Third Reich’s perfidy. 
Therefore, when British fascists began denying the Holocaust, an extension of their inter
war activities whitewashing the brutality of Nazism, their effusions paled into insignifi
cance against the Nazis’ own efforts to erase the evidence of their crimes. 

Continuity in the British fascist tradition 
Continuity rather than change also defines the internationalisation of ‘neo-fascist’ geopoli
tics which is often emphasised as a ‘new’ feature of the post-war period though, ironically, 
for this to be true the birth of ‘neo-fascism’ would have to be backdated to 1942 when the 
Third Reich purposefully began re-orientating its propaganda along a ‘Europeanist axis’.68 

‘Total war’ exacerbated this centrifugal process but even without it, from 1922 onwards, a 
dizzying array of international entanglements had already left an indelible mark upon inter-
war fascism and fascists.69 Internationalisation was never a uniform process, however. 
Though Mosley was a key advocate for ‘Europe-a-Nation’ after 1945, his pan-European 
convocation created domestic tensions. A new generation of activists rejected his efforts to 
Europeanise fascist politics, which is not to argue that they rejected transnational activism. 
Similarly, a kaleidoscopic array of conflicting geopolitical panaceas for achieving racial 
salvation after 1945 existed too. Chesterton and his acolyte John Tyndall both rejected 
Mosley’s vision of Europe as a ‘Third Force’, believing that Britain’s imperial past offered 
deliverance. Jordan, meanwhile, rejected ‘narrow’ nationalism altogether in favour of a 
pan-Aryan Imperium. In terms of scale, Griffin moved to the other end of the spectrum, 
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advocating micro-nationalist federation within a ‘Europe of a thousand flags’ and a ‘new 
alliance’ against neo-liberal globalisation with a variety of despotic regimes including, con
temporaneously, Putin’s Russia and its Syrian satrap. What underpinned and united each of 
these seemingly irreconcilable visions was a virulent ‘Occidentalism’ – a profound anti
pathy to Western, liberal modernity.70 

Other scholars, writing in the 1990s, have pointed to the development of a ‘concrete’ 
anti-black racism after 1945, as the key differential between ‘neo-fascism’ and ‘classic’ 
inter-war fascism.71 Insofar as British fascism is concerned, racism directed at people of 
colour, which played a ‘minor role’ during the inter-war years, certainly became ‘much 
more significant in the revival of the tradition after the Second World War’ since mass 
immigration amplified its importance.72 Far from demarcating the two periods, the ongoing 
centrality of race, racism and anti-Semitism, within the racial nationalist tradition 
reinforced a seamless continuity. Anti-black racism was not the centrepiece of inter-war 
British fascist propaganda, eclipsed by an all-pervasive anti-Semitism, but it was certainly 
an ambient presence. Notions of ‘whiteness’ and by implication ‘non-whiteness’ which 
were ‘forged in the crucible of the colonies’ were clearly manifest in inter-war fascist 
propaganda.73 The racialised imperial nostalgia that saturated such groups was, in part, a 
reflection of activists’ personal experience. Mandle’s 1966 study of the BUF leadership 
observed the prevalence of colonial and military backgrounds amongst the party’s leaders, 
causing its author to remark: ‘They roamed the empire and the world finding it less profit 
able then they had hoped, England less congenial than they wanted, each new job a 
disappointment.’74 

Biologically sanctified racial essentialism came to (re)define British fascism’s public 
platform in the post-war period. It was, just as it had been during the inter-war years, a 
fundamentally bio-political concern from which everything else sprang. ‘Race’ was not 
radial or contingent to ‘palingenesis’ or ‘social rebirth’ – they were one and the same. The 
solution to racial degeneracy was seen as its antithesis, racial renewal. The idea of race 
within fascist cosmology therefore differs from the xenophobic ‘nativism’ and crude racism 
that its propagandists seek to mobilise. British fascism’s ‘folkish’ nationalism, although 
hard to commonly delineate since it varied in conception from ideologue to ideologue, is 
broadly analogous to the Germanic tradition of ‘völkisch nationalism’, which played a 
pivotal role within Nazism. This had its own brand and style of romantic traditions, racial 
mysticism and nature worship, and similarly defined the ‘people’ in terms of an ineffable 
transcendental ‘essence’. This ‘essence’ might be called ‘nature’, ‘cosmos’ or ‘mythos’, 
noted George Mosse, ‘but in each instance it was fused to man’s innermost nature, and 
represented the source of his creativity, the depth of feeling, his individuality, and his unity 
with other members of the “Volk”.’75 

Similar to the Germanic tradition, British fascist racial nationalism stressed the import
ance of ‘blood’ and of ‘thinking with the blood’, which provided an apparently insoluble 
bond linking each individual member to a wider völkisch community which simultaneously 
reached backwards into time immemorial and forward into a racially preordained future.76 

Whilst British fascists in the early twentieth century searched for the ‘root’ source of 
völkisch origins in an Indo-European ‘Aryan’ past, contemporaneously they searched for it 
through genetics, highlighting a similar obsession with points of origin in the hope of dis
covering the pure source of racial identity, undefiled and unsullied by materialistic mod
ernity. This quest for racial purity harked back to a mythical moment in history when man 
– or more precisely the ‘white man’ – was not only supposedly racially ‘pure’ but also 
lived in a state of grace, where there was a mystical, organic union, of blood and soil and 
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of man and nature. This atavistic utopia existed before capitalism, industrialisation, urbani
sation, globalisation and the ubiquitous rootless cosmopolitan ‘Jew’ wrought racial 
ruination. 

Structural changes in European societies, resulting from war and economic dislocation, 
catapulted anti-immigration politicking and anti-black racism to the forefront of fascist 
propaganda – becoming a new ‘mobilizing passion’77 in Paxton’s parlance. It became the 
lightning rod around which activists reconstructed and resurrected their inter-war argu
ments about an existential threat to the biological integrity of race and nation. Indeed, both 
pre- and post-war forms of racist bio-politics united behind an eschatological belief in the 
preordained role of the white race as the engine of history and progress, which was facing 
an existential crisis thanks to a Jewish conspiracy aiming at white racial defilement. The 
overarching change of tone in racist propaganda, from self-confident calls for the mainte
nance of white supremacy at the beginning of the twentieth century, to increasingly shrill 
appeals to white victimhood and grievance at the commencement of the next, perhaps also 
reflected a sense within fascist and extreme right milieus that the imminence of racial 
apocalypse was moving ever closer. 

Further highlighting that British fascist racial ideology was never preserved in aspic, but 
continued to morph reflexively in response to the political possibilities presented by chang
ing social realities, was its embrace of a broader ‘thematic shift’. Increasingly evident from 
the 1980s onwards was a ‘new racism’ that articulated ‘culturally’ defined forms of anti-
Muslim prejudice that would come to supersede biological anti-black racism as the fulcrum 
of party platforms, particularly after 9/11. However, though it predominates in the public 
outpourings of such parties, it should be noted that this ‘new’ prejudice has simply been 
grafted onto a pre-existing racial nationalist framework rather than being truly trans
formative, making the nature of such ‘cultural’ arguments rather more transparent.78 

Roberts’ has inveighed upon historians not just to think about what survived as fascism 
but also ‘to be clearer about what might have ended in 1945 – and about the implications of 
the ending of whatever it was’.79 The changes in Europe since the war, not least of which 
was the entrenchment of liberal democracy, not only mitigated against the rise of totalitar
ian regimes but also against the factors that fuelled its rise and genocidal impulses in the 
first place. What did survive was fascism’s palingenetic myth, which was granted a 
reprieve thanks to the collapse of European empires, the politicisation of migration and 
with it the racist and xenophobic sentiments that could be mobilised around the issue. What 
differed perhaps was the way in which the palingenetic myth manifested itself. No longer 
was it a brave vision of the future, confidently and openly proselytised. Instead, its anti-
Semitic core, indivisible from British fascism’s myth of racial rebirth, transmogrified into 
an ‘esoteric’ rather than ‘exoteric’ feature of its propaganda, though it is possible to over
state this.80 

Paradoxically, race and immigration also cemented biological racism as an immutable 
centre of gravity insofar as British fascism’s political nostrums were concerned. This had 
consequences. Symptomatic was the year 1968, which was of ‘crucial importance’ for the 
political and cultural development of the European extreme right as it engaged with the 
ideas of the French Nouvelle Droite (New Right) and meta-political struggle.81 Contempo
raneously, British fascists were oblivious to these developments.82 They had their own 
‘1968’: Enoch Powell ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech. Powell’s blood-drenched dystopia might 
have temporarily boosted British fascism’s fortunes, offering its pariah politics a pathway 
out of the political ghetto, but seen retrospectively, the consequent reinforcement of ‘race’ 
only stymied its wider intellectual development. Reliant upon racist, anti-immigration 
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politicking, both for mobilisation and support, the sophistication and ‘quality’ of British 
fascism’s vision degenerated. Rather than developing a significant corpus of intellectual 
thought, something it conspicuously failed to do, British fascism became path dependent, 
regurgitating what boiled down to derivative, vulgarised versions of Nazi racial philo
sophy, which both reinforced its mimetic nature and contributed to its ongoing political 
marginalisation. 

Indeed, post-war, with the exception of Mosley, British fascism produced no original 
thinkers and only belatedly engaged with the comparatively more sophisticated ‘ethno
pluralist’ arguments of French Nouvelle Droite ideologue Alain de Benoist but even these 
were a pale pastiche and never became deeply ingrained. This was partly because the tradi
tion’s intellectual development remained stunted due to its continued adherence to crude 
biological racism first articulated by figures like Arnold Leese. Arguably, British fascism’s 
overt racist fulminations, coupled with its unsavoury historical baggage, not only delegiti
mised its own leaders and organisations but also soiled and stigmatised its own core 
concern as a political issue. British fascism’s fixation with race ironically became counter-
productive and highlighted too that there were limits to its ability to evolve beyond its core 
mobilising myths. The more self-reflective activists understood this. ‘Those who talk of 
ensuring that the BNP remains at heart an ethno-nationalist party merely condemn it to 
failure,’ noted one leading organiser. ‘It is an example of breathtaking lack of subtlety and 
political gaucheness. Such an approach will also lead to ethnic destruction. This is the 
reality whether anyone likes it or not.’83 

This all raises a legitimate question regarding the extent to which these avowedly racist 
movements remained ‘fascist’. Mann, for instance, argues that ‘the salience of their major 
issue, immigration, tends to undercut any general Weltanschauung, whether fascist or not’ 
though he concludes that such groups ‘are not seriously fascist.… It can make life 
unpleasant for immigrants but is unlikely to generate either fascism or any other totalizing 
ideology.’84 As the present study argues, however, even when the voter base of these move
ments themselves have transcended such a definition, their leaders, who have continued to 
proselytise a totalising, revolutionary creed of palingenetic ultra-nationalism, have not. 

Milieux and groupuscule 
Whilst biographical in structure and ideological in focus, this study examines political 
organisation too. Moving beyond static taxonomies of inter-war fascism, which are rarely 
applicable to fascism’s post-war forms, Griffin enjoins us to recognise instead that the two 
‘basic features’ of post-war fascism are a tendency towards ‘organizational complexity and 
ideological heterogeneity’ and ‘ideological and organizational innovation’.85 This partly 
reflects a shift in scale. Mass movements and regimes define inter-war fascism’s outer 
form. Looking through the other end of the telescope, however, post-war fascism with the 
exception of the NF, which for a brief moment in the 1970s became the fourth largest polit
ical party, and the BNP, which for an equally brief period in the 2000s exerted an outsized 
presence in certain localities, was largely characterised by its antithesis: the groupuscule, a 
political formation which, even when fully developed, ‘has only a small, even minute 
active membership, a negligible following, and does not aspire to become a “player” in 
mainstream political culture’.86 The majority of this seething profusion of grouplets are ‘far 
too numerous to mention – and mostly too tiny to be worth mentioning’.87 The concept of 
the groupuscule also moves us away from reifying the idea, promoted by these groups, that 
they are in fact rigid, hierarchical movements based upon unquestioned authority and 
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slavish obedience. Such a misconception obscures the disorganised ‘chaotic’ reality of 
extreme right activism, the groups in question often resembling little more than ‘transitory’ 
street gangs as opposed to ‘organized’ entities. As Blee observes, ‘chaos’ is not simply a 
description of a group’s membership; ‘it is central to how many racial extremist groups 
operate in a liminal status between a strategic movement and a vaguely bounded subcul
tural network’.88 

This is no less true of some of those groups operating in a British context, historically 
and contemporaneously, and the account of these groups that follows, has attempted to 
make sense of this ‘chaos’. Seemingly ephemeral on their own terms, groupuscules struc
turally undergird this seemingly disorganised ‘scene’ and can – on occasion – coagulate 
into larger, more important political formations, the establishment of the National Front in 
1966 being a case in point. This is important since, as Klandermans and Mayer observe 
‘Movement organizations are not conjured out of air; they do not build only on an ideo
logical heritage but also on a structural one’.89 Historically, these ‘carriers groups’ which 
transmitted both ideas and activists also served as ‘abeyance’ structures, performing a vital 
function for the ongoing diffusion and dissemination of the ‘sacred flame’ across the chasm 
of a hostile ‘post-fascist’ interregnum in which the possibility for ‘mass’ political action is 
otherwise extinguished.90 Indeed, a reversion to groupuscular organisation reflected less a 
conscious choice than a response to the near complete dearth of available opportunities 
within the UK since 1945, stymied electorally by the first-past-the-post system and cultur
ally by the widely held perception of British fascism as being on the wrong side of national 
history vis-à-vis the Second World War, which came to identify ‘patriotism’ with a defence 
of liberal democratic freedoms.91 

Groupuscules can and do exhibit an array of organisational forms including micro-
parties, leagues and fronts. These organisational forms are all evident throughout this study, 
each constituting a singular, loosely conceived ‘node’ operating within a wider political con
stellation, usefully defined as an ‘amorphous, leaderless and centerless, cellular network of 
political ideology, organization and activism.’ Griffin deploys the metaphor of the ‘rhizome’ 
to assist in visualising this organisational structure – resembling not so much a single organ
ism (like a tree with a tap-root, branch and canopy) as a ‘tangled root-system’ (akin to a type 
of grass or tuber) that displays ‘multiple starts and beginnings which intertwine and connect 
with each other’.92 Griffin’s metaphor finds its functional equivalent in Colin Campbell’s 
sociological concept of the ‘cultic milieu’93 – society’s permanent oppositional counter-
cultural underground, which provides an invaluable conceptual tool for thinking about the 
nature of post-war fascism. The ‘cultic milieu’ functions, Campbell suggests, as an agent of 
cultural diffusion; cultural innovation; as a cultural gene pool; as an aid to societal adaption; 
whilst serving also as a negative reference group for cultural orthodoxy; and, finally, as an 
agent for the renewal of orthodoxy. Within the cultic milieu, ideas are ‘fungible’ rather than 
‘fixed’ – rather like the amorphous, groupuscular carriers articulated by Griffin.94 Particip
ants within extreme right and ‘fascist’ milieus, insofar as they continue to adhere to the basic 
palingenetic premise, have been able to explore, debate and experiment with various strat
egies, ideas and philosophies, and to reject or assimilate them, either partially or completely. 
Through this ongoing process of ideological synthesis, a range of perspectives, beliefs and 
practices, a body of ‘rejected’ or ‘stigmatised knowledge’ which, in one way or another, 
explicitly rejects the legitimacy of liberal democracy, has been transmitted onwards through 
personal and political networks to ensure that fascism survived.95 

The concept of the ‘cultic milieu’, back in vogue since it was first elaborated in the 
1970s,96 also enables us to contextualise post-war fascism in relation to the ‘epochal’ 
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significance of its inter-war parent. Here Paxton’s ‘Five Stages of Fascism’ is also useful, 
since it rejected the static essentialism of previous ‘models’ in favour of understanding 
fascism as a cycle of phases and processes through which historic fascist movements 
passed on their way to becoming regimes, or not. These five stages were: (1) the creation 
of movements; (2) their rooting in the political system; (3) their seizure of power; (4) the 
exercise of power; and (5) the long duration, during which the fascist regime choses either 
radicalisation or entropy. ‘Though each stage is a prerequisite for the next, nothing requires 
a fascist movement to complete all of them, or even to move in only one direction.’97 

The early history of ‘proto-fascism’ – stage one, analogous to the cultic milieu in many 
respects – was littered with myriad ‘corpuscles of innovation’ that provided alternative 
options for what fascism could be.98 Post-war European fascism, returned to this stage after 
1945. In Britain, fascism never ascended from ‘stage one’ in the first place. Regardless of 
its lack of wider political success, British fascism endured and evolved as a political tradi
tion precisely because its activists could draw succour from their own ‘cultic milieu’, 
which provided fertile ground for a complex matrix of groupuscular activity. 

Prior to 1945, Fascism and Nazism had been viewed by many Europeans as a movement 
of ‘imminent possibility’, and as a ‘promising alternative’ to liberalism and communism 
partially because ‘it was not clear what such an alternative needed to entail.’ After 1945, 
what this ‘alternative’ entailed was perfectly obvious to everyone. Greatly diminished as a 
political, cultural and social force due to the burden of having made common cause with 
Nazism and Fascism, British fascists persisted nonetheless, seeking to reinvent and rede 
fine themselves through the emergence of immigration as a political issue.99 Whilst British 
fascism was never an ‘imminent possibility’ either before or after 1945, it is to the ideo
logues and activists who struggled to ensure that it at least remained a ‘continuing possib
ility’ that we now turn. 
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I haven’t spoken for years & I forget words, as you know, & lose continuity & I have 
nothing to say that is, nothing at a meeting of Jew-wise people; I believe it might be a 
complete flop & do more harm than good. So count me out … I did not want to advertise 
the fact of my disabilities, which include having few teeth to stop the spit flying about.513 

Not just physical infirmity prevented Leese from addressing such gatherings, however. ‘I 
simply will not be associated in any way with [A.K.] Chesterton,’ leader of the League of 
Empire Loyalists, he told Gittens.514 

Leese bore Chesterton a good deal of personal animosity. He regarded him as insuffi-
ciently anti-Semitic and was equally unable to forgive his past dalliance with Mosley. 
Leese’s personal hopes for the future of ‘Jew-wise’ politics came to repose in Colin Jordan, 
a racial nationalist activist then serving as Midland organiser for Chesterton’s League, who 
‘readily absorbed all of his mentor’s knowledge and experience’.515 Leese had first drawn 
attention to Jordan in Gothic Ripples in March 1950, when his young protégé was at the 
beginning of his political career.516 Leese did not live to see Jordan’s notoriety expand 
beyond the confines of the ‘Jew-wise’ milieu, however. He died on 18 January 1956, aged 
seventy-seven. Following his death, his widow wrote to Gittens, Gothic Ripples’ new 
editor, asking him to inform people, and adding ‘it was rather sudden at the end, but he has 
been spared much suffering which I think would have been inevitable had he lived’.517 

Leese was cremated at Brookwood Crematorium near Woking to Wagner’s Tannhäuser 
Overture and Elgar’s Chanson de Nuit. Internationally, his passing was noted by a mere 
handful of ageing anti-Semites including the Canadian fascist Adrien Arcand, who 
mourned the passing of ‘one of the great specialists of the Jewish problem’.518 His domestic 
admirers meanwhile convened a ‘Memorial Fund’ to publish a joint-life of Leese and 
Beamish but failed to raise enough money to cover the cost of publication.519 

As this codicil suggests, Leese was soon forgotten outside the cloistered confines of the 
extreme right milieu. ‘Politically’ Leese was never an important figure. Indeed, as one 
scholar remarked over thirty years ago, more students study Leese’s life and ideas for 
undergraduate degrees every year than were ever members of his party.520 But herein lay 
his significance. Leese’s vituperative brand of anti-Semitism continues to endure, perpet-
rators of anti-Semitic acts sometimes explicitly and symbolically invoking his name to 
invest their own actions with a certain authority.521 Leese’s own writings on the ‘blood 
libel’ have assumed their own place in the tradition of folkloric anti-Semitism.522 My Irrel
evant Defence and Jewish Ritual Murder are periodically reprinted in Britain and abroad 
and regularly disseminated online, serving as a vital resource for subsequent generations of 
anti-Semitic activists.523 Perhaps Leese’s greatest contribution, however, was his dogged 
insistence that ‘race’ was the ‘basis of all politics’, which exerted a powerful influence 
upon a new, younger generation of extreme right-wing activists then emerging onto the 
political scene, foremost amongst whom was Jordan, who looked to Leese and not Mosley 
for their intellectual inspiration. 
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Six-hundred strong, the porters then marched from Smithfield to Westminster under the 
banner ‘Enoch is Right’ – singing songs such as White Christmas, There’ll always be an 
England and Ten Little Niggers. Having delivered a ninety-two-page petition to Powell 
supporting him, Harmston again addressed his colleagues. ‘This is a colour issue’, he told 
those gathered outside the House of Commons, to loud cheers. ‘All immigrants should 
return home even if it means giving them repatriation grants. They are an embarrassment to 
our society. We are not racialists – but realists.’539 Reflecting on the angry but essentially 
transitory nature of the Smithfield porters march, Harmston later recalled: 

[I]f that day I’d said, ‘Pick up your cleavers and knives and decapitate Heath and 
Wilson’, they’d have done it. They really would, but they wouldn’t have done it next 
week. It was just that mood of the moment – like the storming of the Bastille I 
suppose.540 

What was also notable about this anti-immigration march, which took place in the full glare 
of the media, was not so much its racism but the absence of any mention of Mosley what
soever. Jeffrey Hamm later opined that Harmston marched ‘not in support of the views of 
Enoch Powell, as the Press wrongly reported, but of those of his hero Oswald Mosley’.541 

This might have been true of Harmston but not of the majority. Mosley also sought to dis
tance himself from Powell, who ‘is saying nine years later what I have always said,’ he 
sententiously told The Times. Powell was simply unworthy of his support. Instead, under
lining his frustrated, political impotence, Mosley snobbishly sniped at Powell, deriding him 
as a ‘middle class Alf Garnett’, whilst lambasting Powellism as ‘the last spasm of Little 
England’.542 

To add insult to injury, Mosley and the UM were completely eclipsed by the nascent 
National Front, led by his former minion A.K. Chesterton, which succeeded, where Mosley 
had failed, in mobilising the wave of populist anti-immigration sentiment unleashed by 
Powell. If the public heeded his ‘pioneer’ anti-immigration campaign in 1959, the issue 
could have been resolved, Mosley claimed. ‘The question now arises what can be done in 
the existing situation’, he wrote in 1977, when the NF was ascendant. ‘It is clearly imposs
ible to drag 2,000,000 people – with women and children screaming dissent in face of 
mankind – into ships for transport to countries which will not receive them,’ he continued, 
thereby implicitly rejecting compulsory repatriation, the NF flagship policy. ‘Such policies 
are as bogus as they are belated.’543 The new generation of racial nationalists, though they 
acknowledged Mosley’s talents, would repudiate such temporising, together with his 
‘vision splendid’ – the cornerstone of Mosley’s post-war philosophy. 
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Nick Griffin’s own thinking about global geopolitics also owes a debt to Chesterton’s 
conspiratorial opus. Writing in September 2001, Griffin stated: 

We will either have a nationalist government that recognises the duty of government 
to protect those things that have no direct economic value – the poor, the sick, the 
environment, our heritage, our identity and the patrimony of generations yet unborn – 
or we will become the wage slaves of the new privatised fascism of the global elite, 
Chesterton’s ‘New Unhappy Lords’.552 

Chesterton’s influence endures to this day. The ‘A.K. Chesterton Trust’ published new edi
tions of The New Unhappy Lords (2013) and Facing the Abyss (2014), each featuring a 
foreword by the former BNP MEP Andrew Brons. Echoing the National Democrat twenty 
years beforehand, Brons felt Chesterton had been ‘ill-advised’ to use the term conspiracy 
‘so frequently and to use it in the singular’ because its pejorative overtones invited ridicule. 
Nonetheless ‘Even those of us who are sceptical of much theorising about conspiracies, 
must take account of extremely incongruous facts that AK brought to our attention.’553 

Whilst his foreword reflected the longevity of the tradition of conspiratorial anti-Semitism 
embodied by Chesterton, Brons’ contribution to Facing the Abyss, one of his last duties as 
an MEP, took issue with Chesterton’s views on immigration, noting that ‘he seemed to 
address the issue as though it were merely a symptom of a greater ill’. In a reversal of 
Chesterton’s own position vis-à-vis the BNP in 1967, racial nationalists like Brons now 
argued that whilst Chesterton viewed immigration as being a tool of the ‘international 
power elites’, perceiving their defeat as the necessary corollary to solving the problem, ‘the 
removal of all of the instruments of the power elite tomorrow would still leave a vast 
problem for us to solve.’554 Brons comments reflected the extent to which the ideological 
re-prioritisation of race, immigration and overt anti-Semitism would continue to evolve 
after Chesterton’s death in 1973. 
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hatred against Jews whilst active with a small groupuscule called the Aryan Strike Force 
(ASF).614 In the previous month, another leading ASF activist and his son were jailed for 
ten years and two years, respectively, for producing a chemical weapon, ricin, preparing 
for ‘acts of terrorism’ and possessing terror handbooks.615 

Jordan’s influence continues. The Historical Review Press republished his two ‘classic’ 
treatises, National Socialism: Vanguard of the Future (2011) and The National Vanguard: 
The Way Forward (2011), perhaps hoping to inspire a new generation of revolutionary 
racist activists. Both books are freely available on Amazon ensuring that Jordan continues 
to find readers from beyond the grave. Several individuals associated with National Action, 
banned as a ‘terrorist’ group in 2016, appear to have been influenced by his life and 
ideas.616 Jordan’s ideas will undoubtedly continue to permeate such milieu. However, in 
seeking to locate Jordan’s historical importance within the British fascist tradition, his stra
tegic theorising and preoccupation with the ‘vanguard’ is perhaps of secondary importance 
to the negative consequences his actions have had for its wider political progress. ‘Colin 
Jordan appears to me emblematic of so many Nazis since the war’, noted the US racial 
nationalist journal Instauration, ruefully. ‘They have a sort of death wish. Even their publi
cations give the impression that they are trying to prove something to themselves rather 
than to be effective.’617 Though Jordan poured scorn on ‘Hollywood Nazis’, his own activ
ities had a similarly debilitating effect on public perceptions of the extreme right. They left 
an indelible stain upon the political career of John Tyndall and the political parties which 
he led: The National Front and the British National Party. 
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 Activists from almost every group outside the BNP gathered to commemorate and
memorialiseTyndall’slife,andthoseofotherrecentlydeceasedactivists.649 In the spirit of 
‘unity’,oldadversariesnowdeliveredhomilies.AndrewBrons,theBNPMEP,eulogised
Tyndallatonesuchmeeting,havingpreviouslydenounced‘Conservative“Nationalists”’
likeTyndall as ‘political illiterates’.650Aswell as glossingover olddivides, these ‘John
Tyndall Memorial Meetings’ afford veteran racial nationalists, many of whom knew
Tyndall personally, the opportunity to meet with the leaders of newer youth-orientated
‘street’organisationslikeNationalAction,asmallbutvociferousnationalsocialistgroup
banned as a ‘terrorist’ organisation in December 2016. ‘John Tyndall’s political legacy
lives on even in a generation that was still at primary schoolwhen he died,’ noted the
organisers.651 In this sense,Tyndall – idealised andbeatified– has transmogrified into a
cipher for the continued persistence of an increasingly marginalised political tradition.
Speakingatonesuchevent,PeterRushton,assistanteditorofHeritage & Destiny, asserted 
that: ‘the future belonged to radical nationalism, because our ideas are based on nature,
whileliberalismisanti-nature…WenationalistsfollowinginthetraditionofJohnTyndall
assert our racially based, nature-based alternative to the establishments [sic]melting-pot
dystopia.’652 
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‘vanquished’ Bolshevism in the East, Griffin argued that ‘[t]he same will happen in the 
West, in the Long War against not just the Islamist plague, but also to destroy the liberal 
virus that unleashed it.’838 

The ebb and flow of Griffin’s seemingly ideological inconsistent and often contradictory 
political career represents something of a conundrum compared to the other ideologues 
scrutinised in this volume. After he became BNP chair in 1999 and began adumbrating a 
‘national populism’ stance, former colleagues were puzzled. 

He has been a conservative, a revolutionary nationalist, a radical National Socialist, a 
Third Positionist, a friend of the ‘boot boys’ and the skinhead scene, a man committed 
to respectable politics and electioneering, a ‘moderniser’. Which is he in reality?839 

asked the ITP, which Griffin had helped found. ‘Perhaps he has been all these quite sin
cerely – in which case his judgement is abysmal; or perhaps he has been none of them sin
cerely – which speaks for itself!’840 Tyndall’s long-term ally, John Morse, deposed as editor 
of British Nationalist in 1999, had been equally dismissive. ‘Nick’s words seem to be 
whatever flavoured chewing gum for the ears that he calculates his audience of the moment 
might prefer,’ he wrote. ‘It’s all done for effect.’841 Griffin’s critics undoubtedly feel vindi
cated. Twenty years later, Griffin turned volte-face again, jettisoning ‘modernisation’ in 
order to re-embrace third position politics, albeit the religious fundamentalist variant that 
he had previously denounced. If nothing else, such shifts signal that the ‘national populist’ 
strategy, which won the BNP unprecedented support, was little more than a ruse, a thin 
veneer behind which stood Griffin’s ongoing commitment to the racial nationalist and 
fascist politics of his youth. 

The collapse of the BNP and his own unceremonious dismissal from the party led 
Griffin to abandon thoughts of engaging in electoral activity to achieve racial nationalist 
goals. Even being an MEP, a position he had long coveted, brought him to the realisation, 
he claimed in retrospect, that he was simply a ‘totally powerless fig leaf’ because real 
power lay with the European Commission. ‘It’s a complete farce,’ he opined.842 In several 
recent racially apocalyptic jeremiads, Griffin has proclaimed that there was ‘no point’ in 
doing politics anymore, ‘it’s too late’.843 Demographic change in Europe had been ‘so cata
strophic that there is no possible political solution.’844 Since ‘our people’ have stubbornly 
refused to ‘wake up’ and vote for racial nationalist panaceas ‘they’ll be woken up with 
pain, and plenty of it.’ Only then, argued Griffin, will they begin to ‘fight back’ and reclaim 
Europe from the Muslim ‘invasion’ – ‘Reconquista 2.0’.845 The annihilation of his domestic 
political prospects did not deter Griffin. ‘My firm belief,’ he wrote about himself in 2018, 
‘is that Nick Griffin’s long-term influence will not be anything I’ve already done, but what 
comes next.’846 Whilst it is unlikely that he will again ever enjoy the political prominence 
he attained between 2001 and 2010, as Griffin’s recent proselytising against ‘Anglo-
Zionists’ in the Middle East suggests, he clearly continues to envision a role for himself 
within the racial nationalist milieu. 
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