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INTRODUCTION


For many, the Brexit vote came as a shock. Britain’s choice on 23 June 2016 to leave the European Union appeared at first glance an unfathomable and irrational act of self-mutilation. However, when looking at the historical context of the vote, perhaps the only surprise should have been that it was so close. The background to Brexit, which will be explored in this book, was one in which anti-immigration politics and xenophobic sentiment had risen to the forefront of British political debate. Rather than a recent development, this process had been decades in the making. Britain’s vote was overwhelmingly influenced by negative attitudes to immigration and its perceived problems that were forged during and after the Second World War. Taking the EU vote as a point of entry, a key task of this book is to demonstrate Britain’s decades-long fraught relationship with immigration and ethnic change. It will ultimately seek to establish the historical background to Brexit and how Britain arrived at the decision it did on 23 June.


The vote was conducted in a political climate increasingly hostile to immigration and foreigners. We will see how, from the late 1990s, as public opinion began to turn sharply against immigration, fear of the ‘other’ was ramped up by the media and rarely countered by politicians. Asylum seekers, refugees and migrants from the new members of the European Union in East-Central Europe drew the ire of the press, and aggressive opposition to all forms of migration was ratcheted upwards. The period also saw the emergence of Britain’s most successful movement on the far right – the British National Party (BNP). The historic, but nevertheless limited success experienced by a party which can easily be described as neo-fascist acts as an early warning of mistrust of elites, anger over immigration and anxiety towards Britain’s changing demography among some sections of the public.


The BNP failed electorally, as all far right parties have done in Britain, but this did not mean the failure of anti-immigration politics. The emergence of the radical right-wing United Kingdom Independence Party (Ukip) during the tenure of the Coalition government and the unprecedented success of such a political party was highly indicative of growing public anger towards the established parties. As David Cameron promised a referendum on Britain’s membership of the European Union in 2013, it was indicative of the growing influence of radical right forces. Attempts by the Coalition government to ape the language and politics of Ukip in the hope of stifling the newcomer not only failed, but further dragged British politics rightwards. 2015 saw terrorism and a global refugee crisis arrive at Europe’s door, giving the perception of a continent in crisis. When one views the EU referendum in this context, one cannot be shocked by the British public’s decision to vote to leave.


The 52 per cent vote reflected a rejection of the established political order by large sections of the public. In many areas, such as the former industrial North, as well as in market and seaside towns in the east of England, the vote to leave the EU was as high as 70 per cent. We will assess local perspectives from the areas which voted to leave in such numbers and in doing so, express the anger and contempt swathes of the public have towards politicians. Finally, we will contextualise the Brexit vote within a wider revolt against the liberal established order in the West. Brexit is symptomatic of a wider uprising engulfing both Europe and – as shown by the election of Donald Trump as President – the USA. There are striking similarities which cut across national and regional lines, demonstrating that the vote to leave the EU was both a particularly British rebellion and indicative of wider trends rapidly consuming western liberal democracy.


The Brexit vote was not purely against Britain’s membership of the European Union. It was a middle finger aimed squarely at the political establishment, who for many had ceased long ago to listen to the concerns of provincial England. It was not based on a cost-benefit analysis of EU membership but on an emotional appeal to the elites for change and a rejection of their cosmopolitan values. And one of the key issues which for many exemplified the contempt the political establishment held for the public, and one of the single biggest issues propelling the Brexit vote, was immigration.


Ninety per cent of people who saw immigration as a drain on the economy voted to leave, as did 88 per cent of those who desired the admittance of fewer immigrants.1 In a final survey conducted by polling organisation Ipsos MORI one week before the referendum, immigration had surpassed the economy as being the most important issue the electorate would take into account when casting their vote. Fifty-four per cent of likely leave voters stated that immigration was the most important issue guiding their vote.2 This book will explain how Britain’s attitude towards immigration became so hostile.


The Brexit vote reflected a growing and significant divide within British society. It was driven primarily by the groups most at risk of poverty. Sixty-four per cent of the leave vote was from C2DE groups (the lowest socio-economic groups), whereas only 36 per cent from the same groups voted to remain.3 In particular, the vote reflected stark inequalities in education. Support for Brexit was 30 per cent higher among those whose qualifications were GCSEs or less, than among those with degrees. The vote also revealed a generational divide. Older voters tended to vote for Brexit – the leave vote was 20 per cent higher among those over sixty-five than those aged twenty-five and under.4


David Goodhart, former journalist and editor of Prospect magazine, speaks of a divide between older, traditional and geographically fixed ‘somewheres’ and highly educated and mobile ‘anywheres’.5 The vote for Brexit was overwhelmingly driven by the somewheres seeking to ‘take back control’ from the anywheres. Immigration was seen as providing cultural and economic enrichment for the haves, while the have-nots saw economic competition and a perceived cultural threat. Furthermore, Brexit was an expression of political Englishness. Seventy-nine per cent of Leave voters saw themselves as ‘English, rather than British’, whereas 60 per cent of Remain voters claimed to be ‘British, rather than English’.6


Brexit had less to do with economic factors than cultural ones. It has become common to assert that the areas which voted to leave represent those economically ‘left behind’. Yet this only gives us part of the picture. We can understand the Brexit vote far better by considering the worldviews of individuals rather than their economic circumstances. Polling conducted by Conservative Party donor and peer Michael Ashcroft released after the referendum vote illustrates this. Respondents were asked whether or not certain subjects were a ‘force for ill’. Of all Brexit voters, 81 per cent believed multiculturalism to be a force for ill, social liberalism 80 per cent, immigration 80 per cent, the green movement 78 per cent, feminism 74 per cent, globalisation 69 per cent.7 Work by Eric Kaufmann, Professor of Politics at Birkbeck College, University of London has gone even further, showing that values such as opposition to immigration – and, remarkably, favouring the death penalty – are far more effective indicators of a Brexit vote than a low income.8 This book will seek to map the spread of the illiberal views so integral to the Brexit vote.


Immigration is about more than just people coming into the country. It conjures up debates around race, demographic change and identity. At the end of the Second World War, Britain was an almost uniformly white country. By 1991, around three million non-white people resided in the UK, and by the time of the 2011 census, the figure had more than doubled to seven million – 14 per cent of the total population.9 Migration from the EU, whilst almost entirely ‘white’, was nevertheless conflated by politicians and the media with Britain’s increasingly multicultural society. A recent study demonstrated that Leavers were concerned more by non-EU immigrants than those arriving in Britain under freedom of movement rules.10 This shows that the Brexit vote was motivated by much wider issues than laws emanating from Brussels.


Yet, until Brexit, there had been precious few successful attempts at mobilising the population against immigration. Something has changed, and attempting to understand what has shifted is a fundamental concern of this book. Key to the task is exploring the failure of political extremism in Britain. Anti-immigrant mobilisations have most often been found on the fringes of mainstream politics. Despite public hostility to immigration, Enoch Powell was never able to break the postwar consensus on the value of immigration, and neither was the extremist National Front. The BNP, whilst more successful, similarly failed to achieve popular support and was treated with the utmost contempt by the very same political commentators in nationalist right-wing tabloids who contributed to its rise. Within Britain, a consistent anti-fascist consensus has eschewed extremist political movements; but, crucially, it has not always suppressed their ideas.


Accordingly, what we have seen is the growing mainstreaming of far right ideas and their co-option by more centrist political forces. Anti-immigration rhetoric in the public sphere, which stigmatises outsiders as criminals, spongers and a decadent influence on the nation, has become common currency. Many politicians from both the Labour and the Conservative Party sought not to quell, but to ape and adopt the language and policies of anti-immigration demagogues of the past. The rise of Ukip since 2012 and its relatively benign acceptance by the political mainstream (differing from the moral panic which met the rise of the BNP) has been indicative of the fact that nationalist and anti-immigrant ideas are simply no longer taboo. It is a process which has been years in the making, but it reached its apogee during the EU referendum in June 2016.


As Britain entered formal negotiations to leave the European Union almost exactly a year later in June 2017, it was a nation more divided and its politics more unstable than at any point in recent memory. The Brexit vote did not settle the decades-long debate over what Britain’s relationship with Europe should be, but opened up a new frontier. The 2017 general election, held amid the horrifying backdrop of three Islamist terror attacks within the space of three months, left an inconclusive result. The country is not merely in a state of flux, but runs the risk of drowning in the Channel. Eschewed by its closest allies abroad following Brexit and bitterly divided at home, the vote to leave the EU was not the end, but merely the beginning. Making sense of how we got here is the chief aim of this book.


English Uprising differs from many other accounts both of Brexit and of Britain’s relationship with the EU. It is primarily historical in focus, aiming to understand the root causes of the Brexit vote, as opposed to providing commentary on the referendum campaign. It does not offer an ‘insider’ account, but a historical background aimed at demonstrating the long-term and short-term factors involved in the vote to leave. It does not focus solely on the elites who have shaped Britain’s relationship with the EU. This ‘high-politics’ approach, which has characterised much writing on the subject, is inadequate in understanding a vote which had more to do with the British public’s revolt against elites, particularly over the issue of immigration, than it did with Britain’s historically difficult relationship with Europe.


Evidence for the book’s contention – that Brexit was the product of an increasingly toxic and xenophobic British political atmosphere favourable to the radical right – has been gathered through a variety of means. Newspaper archives have been exhaustively plundered, as have sources documenting political discourse, including party pamphlets and speeches. Interviews have been conducted with politicians, both local and national, with a strong local connection to the areas which voted most keenly to leave. Interviews have also been held with academics who can offer expertise on some of the key issues explored in the book: immigration history, populism and the far right.


A brief word on terminology. The book’s title refers to ‘England’ simply due to the fact that a majority in England voted for Brexit, whereas Scotland and Northern Ireland – other constitutive nations of the United Kingdom – did not. Whilst Wales also saw a majority for Brexit, England, as the far larger country, is used out of convenience. The term ‘far right’ is used throughout to refer to a range of ideologies to the right of mainstream, centre-right politics. According to Cas Mudde, Professor of Political Science at the University of Georgia and world expert on populism, far right is an umbrella term which encompasses predominantly two groups: the radical right and the extreme right. Both groups are nativist, that is, xenophobic and nationalist, and have authoritarian tendencies. The two differ fundamentally however on the crucial issue of democracy: extremists are opposed to democracy, whereas radicals are only against democracy in liberal forms.11 Put another way, fascists and Nazis are extreme right (and ultimately, a small fringe) whereas Enoch Powell and Ukip are radical right.


The significant discussion devoted to the far right and fascism in this book is not to paint those who voted to leave the EU as extremists. Clearly, not even in their wildest dreams would a fascist movement win over 50 per cent of the vote in Britain. Rather, it is to draw attention to the diversity of anti-immigration politics evident throughout British history on the extreme margins as well as in more centrist forms. The vote to leave does not equate to a vindication of the far right worldview. However, some have tried to paint Leave’s victory as having nothing to do with bigotry. As Douglas Carswell, founding member of Vote Leave, unconvincingly argued in April 2017, Brexit was ‘not an angry nativist xenophobic vote’ but ‘won precisely because it was an argument about Britain being open, internationalist, generous, and globalist’. Whilst Brexit was no far right coup d’état, nor was it motivated by the optimistic, global free trade vision held by many on the Vote Leave side.





1


A HISTORY OF INTOLERANCE


Anyway, now the country is ruined. I miss the traditional British way of life, you know before we had the Bulgarians and the Romanians and the Polish and the Russians and the Australians and the Kurdish and the Turkish and the Bengalis and the Pakistanis and the Indians and the West Indians and the Africans and the Huguenots and the Jews and the Normans and the Vikings and the Angles and Saxons and the Romans and the Jutes and those bloody Celts who were first in the door, the foreign fucking idiots, it’s been downhill ever since.


Charlie Brooker on Charlie Brooker’s Weekly Wipe,


Season 2, Episode 1


Throughout the last two centuries, Britain has exhibited a political climate deeply hostile to immigrants. The relatively low number of immigrants entering the country until after the Second World War did not prevent extreme nationalist mobilisations on the far right from scapegoating foreigners as the chief source of Britain’s ills. Britons often have an amnesiac view of immigration, which neglects all historical precedent. Be it Commonwealth migration in the 1940s and 50s or migration from Eastern Europe in the twenty-first century, immigration has always tended to be seen as new, different and threatening, and this is something we can witness over decades, if not centuries.


Britain’s view of its own history tends to be a rosy one. The crimes committed in its Empire are conveniently forgotten and the xenophobic attitudes which have run through British society for centuries are generally ignored. Margaret Thatcher claimed in a 1988 speech that ‘one of the great principles of our Judaic-Christian inheritance is tolerance. People with other faiths and cultures have always been welcomed in our land, assured of equality under the law, of proper respect and of open friendship.’1 Indeed, according to a recent government guideline aimed at promoting ‘British values’ at schools, ‘tolerance’ is alleged to be a trait inherent in the British national character.2


Yet we must question the idea that Britain has long been a safe haven for migrants and a tolerant country. As Colin Holmes, Emeritus Professor of History at Sheffield University and an expert on British immigration history since the nineteenth century, told me: ‘There’s no shortage of evidence of hostility and antipathy towards migrants. To suggest that Britain has been a tolerant country is one of the myths that Britain likes to perpetuate about itself. But it certainly isn’t true.’3 Newcomers have regularly been met with a frosty and, at times, downright hostile welcome from Britons. They have often been marginalised, and in many cases demonised as an unwelcome intrusion. Racism against migrants can be described as a regular feature of responses to immigration, especially in the twentieth century. The relationship between newly arrived migrants and natives is best described as one of tension, which in its most extreme cases has boiled over into outright violence.


By looking at Britain’s historical relationship with migration, one can witness many of the similar themes we see today, particularly the hostile response to the arrival of various groups and their scapegoating upon arrival. Immigration has ultimately had a huge impact on Britain’s national story and, whilst fraught and unsavoury debates have usually surrounded it, it has been a regular feature of the country’s history – both over the past 150 years and prior to that. Migration in the twenty-first century, whilst on a far larger scale than previous waves, cannot be decontextualised from its precedents, and contemporary anti-immigration debates must not be viewed in isolation.


Help wanted: no Irish need apply


Immigration from Ireland to Britain had been common prior to the Great Famine, particularly after the Act of Union in 1800 which had manacled Britain and Ireland together as one country. A wide range of factors would draw people to Britain during this period, whether the desire to escape from the harshness of rural Ireland or the promise of greater opportunities across the Irish Sea. It was, however, the potato blight and the utter desperation it created that would instigate one of the most intense phases of mass migration in British history. In 1841, around four years prior to the Great Famine, approximately 420,000 Irish lived in Britain. Within a decade, this number had nearly doubled to 734,000.4 Migration was generally concentrated in urban areas – the highest concentrations being in Liverpool, Dundee and Glasgow – which exacerbated the already squalid living conditions prevalent in Britain’s cities.


The response of Britons to the new arrivals, particularly in the areas that absorbed most of the Irish, was largely unwelcoming. The Irish were discriminated against in terms of housing and employment. Those with Irish accents were barred from pubs. British workers, themselves subjected to squalid, rat-infested living conditions and low pay, were immediately suspicious of the new competition for jobs. The Irish were blamed for creating stagnation and reductions in wages. Sectarian tension between the Catholic Irish and Protestant British frequently boiled over into outright violence – such as the riots which erupted in Stockport in June 1852, created by local disquiet over Irish migration and the newcomers’ open displays of Catholicism. Resentment towards migration followed a similar pattern to the modern day, being expressed both in terms of economic anxiety and cultural chauvinism.


Hostility to Irish migrants was not restricted to localised issues. The national press responded in a hysterical manner not so different from current portrayals of immigration. Take one excerpt from an article in The Times in 1847:


Ireland is pouring into the cities, and even into the villages of this island, a fetid torrent of famine, nakedness, dirt, and fever. Liverpool, whose proximity to Ireland has already procured for it the unhappy distinction of being the most un-healthy town in this island, seems destined to become one of mass disease. The ports of Wales are deliberately invaded by floating pest-houses despatched against them by Irish authorities with the help of English alms.5


The British media, politicians and intellectuals ramped up dehumanising depictions of a feral race bearing down on Britain. Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli had said in 1836, shortly before becoming a Member of Parliament, that the Irish ‘hate our order, our civilisation, our enterprising industry, our religion. This wild, reckless, indolent, uncertain and superstitious race have no sympathy with the English character.’6 Depictions of the Irish as apes were common in English magazine Punch. They were held up to be a dirty, unruly, feckless, alcoholic people who could not be trusted. The Victorian age was one in which pseudo-scientific racism was dominant and the Irish were held to be from a lower evolutionary order than the sturdy Anglo-Saxon. Even the Irish love for song, dance and poetry was used as evidence that this was a feeble-minded, childlike people.


As the numbers entering waned towards the end of the nineteenth century, there came a gradual acceptance of the Irish in Britain, who became increasingly integrated. Yet anti-Irish prejudice remained in the country’s cultural DNA. In 1921, following the end of hostilities between British and Irish forces in the Irish War of Independence, the majority of Ireland became an independent dominion within the British Empire. This did not stop migration from the Irish Free State, nor did it prevent racialised depictions of the Irish in the media and by intellectuals.


Marginal far right and fascist organisations, such as anti-Jewish publishing group The Britons, continued the trend of portraying the Irish as racially inferior. Economic arguments which held that Irish labour was providing damaging and unnecessary competition as well as driving down wages persisted, as did anti-Catholic sectarianism.7 Anti-Irish racism has never fully disappeared from Britain, and would reappear during the conflict in Northern Ireland which began in the late 1960s, yet the most overt criticisms eventually became largely restricted to extremists who could never stomach the Irish minority. Another migrant group would receive the brunt of scapegoating in the early twentieth century, as they had done for several decades – the Jews.



The Jewish peril


Jewish immigration to Britain, like that from Ireland, had been driven by desperation and misery. A Jewish presence in Britain had been maintained for centuries before their expulsion by Edward I in 1290, and after their readmission in 1664, a new wave of Jewish migration began in the 1880s. Migrants were overwhelmingly Ashkenazi Jews from Russian Poland, arriving following a series of pogroms and anti-Jewish legislation handed down by the infamously anti-Semitic Tsar Alexander III. Between 1881 and 1914, around 150,000 Jewish settlers arrived in boats from Eastern Europe – many of them illegally or with forged documents.


Whilst mass Jewish migration to Britain had been a recent development, anti-Jewish thought in Britain had a rich history, particularly in popular culture. This predominantly came in the form of Jewish stereotypes such as Shakespeare’s Shylock in The Merchant of Venice and the conniving Barabas in Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta. In both works, Jewish characters are presented as unscrupulous, predatory moneylenders. In the late nineteenth century, Jewish immigrants were seen as a new blight on the British landscape, particularly in their primary area of settlement – east London. Much like the Irish, Jewish immigrants would not be accepted into society for decades and their presence was met with hostility, and in many cases, violence.


Many of the criticisms made of Irish immigrants were applied to Jews a few decades later. Their allegedly ‘dirty’ appearance was chastised and they were tarnished with the conditions of the slums in which many lived. They were denounced by workers and by some trade union leaders in east London for undercutting the wages of indigenous labour, stealing jobs and straining the already overburdened housing stock. Centuries-old criticisms of Jews as crafty, scheming moneylenders persisted. The seemingly irreconcilable image of the poor eastern European Jew as exploitative capitalist was conjured.


Jewish immigration led to the foundation of ‘anti-alien’ organisations such as the British Brothers League, founded in 1902. The BBL, which claimed to have a membership of 45,000 (although in reality the figure was probably much smaller than this), acted as a lobby group for the restriction of immigration. At rallies, BBL speakers bellowed that Britain was becoming ‘the dumping ground for the scum of Europe’.8 Following the activities of the League and others, Jewish immigration would lead to legislation which set a precedent for government control over immigration.


The Aliens Act of 1905 was the first item of legislation in peacetime British history introduced to restrict immigration. It specifically sought to keep out poor, homeless and diseased migrants; an ‘alien’ would be prevented from entering the country ‘if he cannot show that he has in his possession . . . the means of decently supporting himself and his dependents . . . if he is a lunatic or an idiot, or owing to any disease of infirmity liable to become a charge upon the public rates . . . if he has been sentenced in a foreign country with which there is an extradition treaty for a crime’.9


David Feldman, Professor of History at Birkbeck College, University of London and Director of the Pears Institute for the Study of Anti-Semitism, argues that the 1905 Aliens Act marks a turning point in Britain’s history of immigration in that, from 1905, ‘immigration was regarded as a problem.’ Prior to that, ‘immigration was seen, by some people, as a problem, but it wasn’t the state’s problem’ and was largely managed through civil organisations. The 1905 Act was in fact relatively lax in comparison to the immigration control imposed (by means of the 1914 Alien Restrictions Act) following the outbreak of the First World War, and maintained after 1918. The Home Office subsequently sought to turn Britain into ‘a country of zero immigration and immigration laws against “alien” immigrants were extremely tight’.10


Left-wing upheavals in the former monarchies destroyed by the First World War, colonial uprisings and widespread conspiracy theories made the world seem a more dangerous place for the ruling class. Although the population of Jews in Britain was minuscule, this would not stop the scapegoating of Jews and the running of campaigns directed against foreigners. This activity was principally orchestrated on the fringes of politics as well as on the hard right ‘Die Hard’ wing of the Conservative Party. The period between the two world wars would ultimately be one in which radical right-wing politics defined the age in Europe, and Britain was not immune.


The origins of the far right


The origins of the contemporary far right can be located in the early post-First World War period. The conclusion of the deadliest war in human history in 1918 gave birth to a new political extremism on the right in Europe, and Britain was no exception. The most fundamental features of this sea-change in right-wing politics have been maintained until this day. Whilst Britain had been on the winning side, the war, which had led to human destruction on a previously unknown scale, had installed in many on the traditional conservative right a great pessimism about Britain and its Empire. Jews became heavily associated, even in mainstream circles, with subversive and revolutionary movements, especially Communism. Winston Churchill wrote in 1920:


There is no need to exaggerate the part played in the creation of Bolshevism and in the actual bringing about of the Russian Revolution by these international and for the most part atheistical Jews. It is certainly a very great one; it probably outweighs all others. With the notable exception of Lenin, the majority of the leading figures are Jews . . . there are many non-Jews every whit as bad as the worst of the Jewish revolutionaries, the part played by the latter in proportion to their numbers in the population is astonishing.11


Comments such as these from Churchill are illustrative of a post war climate ripe for a nationalist backlash in British politics. The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 in Russia and the perceived rise of Communism across Europe had provoked terror amongst the traditional establishment (including the royal family) of a new anti-capitalist, anti-Christian force which threatened to infect Britain’s vast labour movement and challenge the country’s imperial interests in Asia. More importantly, the Irish War of Independence between 1919 and 1921 (leading to independence for five-sixths of Ireland) had given rise to the idea of a British Empire in rapid decline. The early 1920s reflected the beginning of a new imperialist, xenophobic, anti-socialist political creed in Britain. At the most extreme end of the spectrum are fascists and Nazis, the dominant strand of the far right during the interwar period. Professor Matthew Feldman, Co-Director of the Centre for Fascist, Anti-Fascist and Post-Fascist Studies at Teesside University, argues that fascism is a ‘religious conception of politics’, one which values ‘homogeneity’ and seeks to ‘push class distinctions into the background in favour of ethnic and cultural ties’. It is a revolutionary ideology which ‘prides itself on creating a new order’.12


Fascism would first emerge in Italy following the crisis which beset the country after the First World War. Many in Britain initially thought positively of the radical nationalist Mussolini’s rise to power and his subsequent crushing of left-wing political opposition. Fascism was first imported into Britain, albeit manacled with traditional conservatism, in 1923 with the founding of the British Fascisti. The BF, whilst achieving a not insignificant membership of around 30,000 (the vast majority of whom however were not active members), were never a force to be reckoned with in British politics – never participating in a general election and having less than a handful of councillors elected.


The ideology of the BF reflected a new, authoritarian, anti-Communist political movement which also absorbed traditional Tory ‘Die Hard’ ideas of British imperialism and related white racial supremacism. Their outlook on the world was utterly conspiratorial – seeing ‘Bolshevik’ conspiracies in every corner of the globe who sought to stir up unrest in Britain’s colonies. The ‘hidden hand’ of Bolshevism (which was held to be strongly influenced by Jewry) was alleged by the BF to be practically everywhere – in the Labour Party and trade unions, among Irish republicans, in Gandhi’s Indian National Congress.


The interwar far right’s outlook on politics was deeply paranoid and based on conspiracy theory which merged anti-Semitism with anti-Communism, and is best located in the work of writer Nesta Webster. Despite a promising but brief stint as a historian, Webster would pen a number of works of conspiracy theory which argued that every revolutionary movement – from the French Revolution to Bolshevism – was directed by German Freemasons and the Illuminati. She railed against ‘subversive’ movements such as socialism which she claimed sought to smash traditional Christian, monarchist and conservative values. She saw the British Empire as having fallen under grave peril from subversion, orchestrated by a powerful, shadowy elite, and believed that fascism could root out the subversive menace.


As was typical of the radical right, Webster believed in a global Jewish conspiracy which had been growing in power since the late nineteenth century, arguing that ‘behind Freemasonry, behind even the secret societies that made of Freemasons their adepts, another power was making itself felt, a power that ever since the Congress of Wilhelmsbad in 1782 had been slowly gaining ground – the power of the Jews’.13 Webster had many high-profile fans, including one Winston Churchill, who had read her works on the French Revolution, where she documented alleged infiltration of revolutionary movements by clandestine forces.


Anti-Semitic conspiracy theories ran through the British far right, as playwright and anti-fascist writer David Edgar notes, ‘like Blackpool runs through rock’.14 Perhaps one of the most extreme anti-Semites during the interwar period, a man who would also greatly influence the more extreme elements of the postwar far right, was Arnold Leese.


Leese began his political career in the BF, but soon left due to their failure to adopt a more extreme fascist ideology. He came to lead another fascist organisation – the Imperial Fascist League (IFL). As Adolf Hitler rose to prominence in Weimar Germany, Leese developed a fanatical devotion to him and in particular, to the Nazis’ strand of biological racism and anti-Semitism. Leese blamed every conceivable political phenomenon on Jews. But the IFL, who were active throughout the 1930s and strongly influenced by Hitler’s National Socialists, were even less successful than the BF – achieving membership in the low hundreds. Both organisations’ obsession with conspiracies – the idea of secret Communist activity seeking to destroy the British Empire and Jews controlling world finance – would significantly distance them from the mainstream of British politics. It is not dismissive to argue that the vast majority of Britons had probably never heard of either group.


One political mobilisation of extreme nationalism, which eclipsed the BF and IFL and has unquestionably left its mark on British history, is former Labour Party minister Sir Oswald Mosley’s black-shirted British Union of Fascists, founded in 1932. Mosley sought to do away with what he called the ‘old gang’ of democratic British politicians in favour of a centrally planned, modern and highly autocratic state with himself as supreme leader – a plan closely modelled on the system of Fascist Italy.


Mosleyite fascism was different from that of the BF and IFL. Mosley was a self-described socialist who had supported the General Strike of 1926 – which saw nearly two million workers strike in a dispute over coal miners’ pay – and was an early advocate of high levels of government spending and investment in industry. Whilst his background was aristocratic, he sought to animate the working class around economically nationalist and protectionist policies (such as the restriction and banning of imports from abroad) which would enhance British manufacturing. At first, it seemed as though Mosley was succeeding. In 1934, eighteen months after the founding of the BUF, its membership had reached 40,000 and it had gained some high-profile supporters, including Lord Rothermere, proprietor of the Daily Mail. Rothermere’s backing led to the now infamous headline ‘Hurrah for the Blackshirts!’, emblazoned on the front of the paper in January 1934.


Despite having a substantial political programme designed by the cerebral Mosley and his followers, the BUF were never able to shed their violent image. Their April 1934 rally at Olympia, west London, is often cited as the moment British fascism’s violent nature was exposed. As Mosley addressed the thousands-strong crowd, protesters who had arrived to heckle were violently ejected by fascist thugs and the ensuing hostilities were widely publicised. What was probably more damning, however, was the occurrence just over two months later in Germany of what became known as the ‘night of the long knives’. This bloody event, which saw Hitler’s SS troops execute dozens of political enemies and imprison hundreds more, including long-term ally and paramilitary Sturmabteilung (SA) leader Ernst Röhm, was splashed across the British newspapers and instantaneously tainted the fascist brand with violence and murder.
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