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Introduction

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

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

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

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

Learning Objectives

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Source Intro

Captain Henry Luttman-Johnson was an avid supporter of the British Union of 
Fascists and a founding member, and secretary, of the January Club, a discussion 
group affiliated to the BUF and designed to attract wider establishment support 
for the nascent party. In this diary, kept between 1937 and 1940, he recorded both 
events from his day-to-day life, such as his social engagements and the 
maintenance of his Perthshire estate, as well as reflections on current affairs. Of 
particular interest is the extract below, written at the end of 1939, looking back over 
a tumultuous year for Europe. 

Source

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

IWM, HL-J 5, images 226–228.
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Questions for Discussion 

1. What were Luttman-Johnson’s views of Germany and of Nazi actions in 1939?

2. To what extent were his views shaped by his personal circumstances and to what 

extent were they shaped by his political or ideological beliefs?

3. How widely-held would Luttman-Johnson’s opinions have been in Britain during 

this period, or was his distinctly a minority view?
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SOURCE TWO 

Source Intro

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

Source

Report on a speech given by Oswald Mosley at a British Union meeting in Victoria 

Park Square, 5 May 1940.

KV 2/884, images 90–93.
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Questions for Discussion 

1. Where did Mosley lay the blame for the outbreak of the Second World War?

2. Judging from this source alone, how can the ideology of the British Union of 

Fascists be defined?

3. Was Oswald Mosley a genuine pacifist?
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SOURCE THREE

Source Intro

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

Source

“Statement by Sir Oswald Mosley concerning the continued detention of British 

Union members”, 5 October 1942.

PREM 4/39/5, images 185–188.
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Questions for Discussion 

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

did it change?

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

given the circumstances?

3. To what extent was the internment of Mosley and other senior fascists a 

necessary measure during the Second World War?
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Questions for General Discussion

The following questions are designed to prompt a wider discussion on the events, 

issues, and themes highlighted in the sources.

1. Why did Oswald Mosley and his ideas enjoy such widespread support in Britain 

during the first half of the 1930s?

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

political power?

3. How British was the BUF’s brand of fascism? Was it merely a foreign import, 

designed to imitate more successful movements in Italy and Germany?

4. To what extent was the policy of long-term detention without trial, authorised by 

Defence Regulation 18B, justifiable in Second World War Britain?

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

Britain?

Visit Collection 
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About British Online Archives (BOA)

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

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

Related Collections:

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

The British Union of Fascists, 1933–1953, falls under the broad themes of 
“Politics and Social Movements”, “War, Security, and Intelligence”, and “Media and 
Communications”.

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

https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/124/the-political-culture-of-british-communism-1920-1991
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/124/the-political-culture-of-british-communism-1920-1991
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/81/liberal-party-from-asquith-to-ashdown-1912-1988
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/81/liberal-party-from-asquith-to-ashdown-1912-1988
https://britishonlinearchives.com/themes/3/politics-and-social-movements
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The Collection Development Process and its Benefits

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

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

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

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

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

https://universalviewer.io/
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