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Abstract

This thesis offers a new interpretation of the role of fascism in contemporary Britain.
It argues that, in the latter quarter of the twentieth century, the British extreme right
existed primarily as a subcultural phenomenon that reflected more general social and
political themes. Simultaneously, many of these same themes were visible in the
realm of music culture, in which several artists and genres flirted with fascistic ideas
and aesthetics. The thesis examines these two facets of fascism’s role in
contemporary Britain in turn, thus producing a broader analysis than is common in
the historiography, which still tends to focus on charting the ideological and
organisational histories of British fascism. It utilises a range of theoretical
perspectives alongside a wealth of (often obscure) published materials and archival
collections, as well as audio-visual sources. The first half of the thesis assesses
aspects of British neo-fascism that have previously been under-studied. It explores
the relationship between fascist political parties and wider political culture, analyses
the construction and assertion of elements of neo-fascist identity, and interrogates
ideas of extremism and esotericism in and around the fascist underground. The
second half of the thesis builds on these assessments, through a trio of music culture
case studies. It starts by examining the punk and post-punk landscape from the as
one in which fascism became established as a contested marker of oppositional
identity that reflected a variety of generational anxieties, then moves on to probe the
provocative, philosophically challenging use of fascist imagery (especially that
related to the Holocaust) in industrial music culture, before finally surveying the
fetishistic obsession with fascism demonstrated in the neo-folk music scene.

Ultimately the thesis contributes to both transnational debates (about the nature of



neo-fascism, particularly its subcultural qualities and connections) and to national-

specific discussions about the role of racial nationalism in contemporary Britain.
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List of Commonly Used Abbreviations

This list contains neither abbreviations that are only used multiple times in quick
succession nor archive abbreviations. The former are, of course, clarified in the text
at the relevant point. The latter can be found in the bibliography at the back of this

thesis. Apologies for the number of acronyms used!

ANL (Anti-Nazi League)

BM (British Movement)

BNP (British National Party)

BP (British Patriot)

BUF (British Union of Fascists)

C18 (Combat 18)

CBH (Contemporary British History)
CCCS (Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies)
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ENR (European New Right)
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NCCL (National Council for Civil Liberties)
NF (National Front)

NFN (National Front News)
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NSM (National Socialist Movement)
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Introduction

Recalling growing up black in post-war London, the celebrated cultural theorist Paul
Gilroy highlights a moment that altered his perspective about British identity. He had
spent his childhood ‘re-enacting the [then recent] glories’ of the Second World War
(WW2) with his friends. ‘Our faceless, unremittingly evil enemies were Hitler’s
Nazis’, he notes, and his right — as one of the ‘not-yet-postcolonials’ — to join in with
these games was not questioned. His uncle had crewed a bomber, after all. Then, one
day, he encountered, in a ‘bomb-damaged’ part of the city, ‘the encircled lightning-
flash insignia of the British Union of Fascists [BUF] and the, by then, traditional
injunction to Keep Britain White’. This prompted in Gilroy the baffling revelation
that it might be possible for Britons to be fascists too. By the time he was a young
adult in the mid-late 1970s, overt racial nationalism, including the ‘new skinhead
chant of “Sieg heil”’, had become a prominent feature of the British political fringe.
Combatted though they were by populist anti-fascist movements like the Anti-Nazi
League (ANL), groups like the National Front (NF) became part of the spectrum of
British racial prejudice that also included ‘the routine racism of the British state and
its institutional agencies’." As Gilroy has observed elsewhere, the notion of Britain as
the moral victor of the War, and thus as a uniquely anti-fascist nation, has played an

important role in the perpetuation of strains of British racism that stretch back to its

" Paul Gilroy, Between Camps: Nations, Cultures and the Allure of Race (London:
Routledge, 2004), 2-5. For a historical introduction to race and Britishness in post-war
Britain, see: Kennetta Hammond Perry, London is the Place for Me: Black Britons,
Citizenship, and the Politics of Race (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).
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all-too-near imperial past.” This does not mean, however, that the mainstream socio-
political forces guilty of maintaining such elements of the British colonial worldview
have chosen to ignore British fascism. In fact, the British have, Gilroy suggests,
‘always found it easier to discover [...] racial nationalism in the fascinating shaven-
headed forms of the neo-Nazi [...] than in the anonymous pin-striped indifference of
those who might not profess their commitment to race hierarchy in public after dark
but whose actions institutionalize it nonetheless’.’

This thesis is, fundamentally, about those strangely intriguing extremists that have
helped divert attention from the forces of institutional racism, but its intent is not to
further exoticise the nature of British racial prejudice. Instead it seeks to highlight the
complex role of fascism in British culture and society during the last quarter of the
twentieth century. In essence, this study suggests that the British extreme right has
existed primarily as a subcultural phenomenon — one that was obviously political in
an ideological sense but which offered a primarily cultural alternative vision of the
nation. It will be demonstrated that, as a result, neo-fascism reflected a variety of
more general social and political themes. In other words, whilst the subcultural
extreme right had its own rituals, beliefs and forms of (usually very unpleasant)
expression, it was not hermetically sealed off from the society, politics, and culture
that surrounded it. In order to underline this, half of this thesis is not about neo-
fascism explicitly, but instead about music culture in contemporary Britain, and
some of the, surprisingly numerous, flirtations with fascist ideas and aesthetics that
could be found in the cultures that emerged during and after the heyday of punk in
the late 1970s. Whilst the role of fascism within these cultures was often contested

and/or ambiguous, the relatively commonplace nature of its presence shows that,

% Paul Gilroy, Postcolonial Melancholia (New Y ork: Columbia University Press, 2005), 87-
151.
> Ibid., 124.
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even if extreme right politics was largely frowned upon by mainstream society,
aspects or representations of it could be acceptable within certain underground
contexts, as in some musical subcultures. In considering this alongside elements of
the history of the extreme right itself the thesis offers a broad and original
understanding of fascism in Britain on a conceptual level as well as in the more
traditional material sense.

This approach could, of course, be adopted in studying neo-fascism more
generally, but there are a variety of reasons why it is particularly pertinent in the
British case. Some are apparent in Gilroy’s aforementioned take on the role of the
WW?2 in British national identity and in the, relatively unique, manner in which the
very idea of British fascism has been transformed into a “fascinating” cultural
construct. Crucially, as Tony Kushner emphasised a quarter of a century ago,
fascination with fascism in contemporary Britain ‘does not necessarily imply that the
subject is being taken seriously’. In fact, he observed, relatively ‘little thought [...]
has been [given] as to [fascism’s] influence and overall importance in British
society’. For Kushner, in fact, it was only via the cultural studies critique of British
anti-fascism that the wider significance of the post-war British fascist movement had
really begun to be exposed.” Gilroy, as it happens, was the key interlocutor here,
pointing out the tense reliance on British patriotism inherent in anti-fascist portrayals
of the extreme right as Nazis. This, Gilroy observed, meant that groups like the NF
became seen as a threat only insofar as they made appeals to ‘sham patriotism’ and
‘threaten[ed] democracy by their participation in its electoral system’. Neo-fascist

activity outside these boundaries, notably racial violence, was thus largely excluded

* Tony Kushner, “The Fascist as ‘Other’? Racism and Neo-Nazism in Contemporary
Britain”, Patterns of Prejudice [PoP], 28:1 (1994), 28-29.
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from the anti-fascism of organisations like the ANL.” So it is that post-war British
fascism has often been dismissed, out of hand, as ‘essentially a contradiction in
terms, a sort of political oxymoron’ by both historians of fascism, in the case of this
quote Stanley Payne,®and by historians of modern Britain. This viewpoint has,
particularly in the latter case, generally been propelled by what Roger Griffin has
scathingly called ‘an almost Whiggish belief that immunity to fascism is a
characteristic of British political culture, rather than a structural feature of all but the
most defective liberal democracies anywhere in the world’.” As such, whilst post-war
British fascism has been acknowledged in many a synoptic history, it has often been
referred to purely in order to allow for a discussion of something else.”

This dismissal is rooted in the tendency for any minor fascist breakthrough — such
as that enjoyed by the British National Party (BNP) in Millwall in September 1993 —
to be greeted with a ‘sense of bewilderment and unease’ that emerges from the
failure to examine British right-wing extremism ‘in [its] wider contexts’.” The
exaggerated shock that Britons could elect such an overt racist as Derek Beackon to
public office, even if only at a local level, stemmed fundamentally from the
brazenness of BNP rhetoric. This was, after all, a time when the BNP was making
little concerted effort to moderate its views or hide its ancestral links to the earlier
generations of British neo-fascists who had been discredited as Nazis in the 1970s.

The party leader was still John Tyndall, the former NF leader who the ANL had been

> Paul Gilroy, There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack: The Cultural Politics of Race and
Nation (Abingdon: Routledge Classics, 2002), 153-54. For a retort to this argument, see:
David Renton, Never Again: Rock Against Racism and the Anti-Nazi League, 1976-1982
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2019), 115-18.

% Stanley Payne, A History of Fascism, 1914-1945 (Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1995), 304.

7 Roger Griffin, “British Fascism: The Ugly Duckling”, in The Failure of British Fascism,
ed. Mike Cronin (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996), 161.

% See, for example: David Edgerton, The Rise and Fall of the British Nation: A Twentieth
Century History (London: Penguin, 2019), 423-25.

% Kushner, “The Fascist as ‘Other’”, 30.
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easily able to expose as a follower of Hitler, aided by photographs that featured him
wearing mock Nazi uniform as a member of the unambiguously named National
Socialist Movement (NSM) in the 1960s.'” The BNP’s Millwall canvassers included
numerous skinheads, popularly associated with the extreme right. One of them could
be seen campaigning to re-elect Beackon in the summer of 1994 whilst dressed in a
jacket bearing the distinctive insignia of the SS."' Such wilfully transgressive acts,
amid the wider context described above, made it easy to dismiss the BNP’s small
victory as an anomaly, attributable to a combination of local political factors, luck,
and condescending assumptions as to the intelligence (or rather lack of) of Millwall
voters.

This dismissal became (temporarily at least) more difficult after September 1999,
when Nick Griffin replaced Tyndall as leader of the BNP and ushered in a new era of
exoteric modernisation that briefly saw the party threaten to establish itself in the
traditionally rather hollow role of “fourth party” in Britain’s two-party system,
particularly after it won two seats in the 2009 elections to the European Union
Parliament. Partly because the BNP’s theoretical modernisation has been well
covered in existing literature,'* and partly because the politics of its transformation
would require the adoption of a different methodological approach, the time period
covered in this thesis effectively ends in 1999 with Griffin’s ascension to the BNP

leadership. The time period of the thesis starts in the mid-1970s, effectively in 1975.

' David Renton, When We Touched the Sky: The Anti-Nazi League, 1977-1981
(Cheltenham: New Clarion Press, 2001), 20.

" «“Councillor Beackon and the Battle for Millwall”, The London Documentary, 17 July
1994, LWT.

12 The key works are: Nigel Copsey, Contemporary British Fascism: The British National
Party and the Quest for Legitimacy (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); Nigel Copsey
& Graham Macklin (eds), British National Party: Contemporary Perspectives (Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); Matthew Goodwin, New British Fascism: Rise of the British
National Party (Abingdon: Routledge, 2011); Daniel Trilling, Bloody Nasty People: The
Rise of Britain’s Far Right (London: Verso, 2012).
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This was also a significant year in the history of the extreme right, due to a bitter
battle for power over control of the NF."> Crucially, given the focus on music culture
as well as on the extreme right, the time period of 1975-99 provides ample
opportunity to explore in depth the development of the various music scenes that
emerged out of, or as part of, punk in the mid-late 1970s. This is not a traditional
narrative history and so does not simply proceed chronologically. Given its breadth
and interdisciplinary overtones, however, it does necessarily engage with a wide
range of historical literatures — enough, in fact, that the overview given below is
limited to five distinct areas. These relate to the five major historiographical fields in
which the thesis is rooted: fascism and neo-fascism; British fascism and neo-fascism;
fascism in/and historical memory; late twentieth century Britain; and the history of
British culture, specifically music. After giving brief summaries of each of these five

areas an overview of the thesis’ methodological perspective will be provided.

Fascism, Neo-Fascism, the Extreme Right

Readers will already, no doubt, have noticed the use of three key terms to refer to its
main subject matter: fascism,'* neo-fascism, and the extreme right. The term neo-
Nazi also features on occasion, to refer to examples that are very clearly attempts to
specifically invoke the ideas of Nazism rather than fascism more generally. These
terms are used in full knowledge that their precise meaning remains the subject of

much scholarly debate in the interdisciplinary field of “fascist studies” and beyond.

1 The best descriptive account of the ins and outs of the NF in the 1970s is that provided in:
Martin Walker, The National Front (Glasgow: Fontana/Collins, 1977).

" For clarification, references to “fascism” are to the generic phenomenon. References to
the Italian inter-war variant specifically will always be capitalised, e.g. “Fascism”.
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This thesis has no methodological axe to grind against the study of fascism on a
general level, or as a concept — generic fascism — to be defined. Nevertheless its
intent is not to participate in the definitional debates within this field and, as such, it
does not seek to provide its own unique definitions of these terms, particularly as
much of the thesis (particularly the second half) is concerned with cultural
representations and perceptions of fascism rather than with fascism itself. A
discussion of existing debates on fascism is provided below, but before then it is
worth briefly clarifying the use of the term “extreme right”.

Simply put, extreme right — which is employed as a descriptor and not as an
ideological category — has been used in place of “far right” on the basis that the latter
can encompass a much broader array of actors. The recent usage of far right by Jean-
Yves Camus and Nicolas Lebourg, for example, has shown it to be uniquely flexible
in its ability to encompass a diverse range of phenomena outside the boundaries of
the mainstream political right, from overtly mimetic fascist sects to national populist
organisations to metapolitical movements like the Nouvelle Droite or European New
Right (ENR) and certain religious fundamentalisms.'> Given that this thesis is
concerned with those sections of the far right that can be tied clearly to fascism, the
term is simply too broad to be usable. Moreover it is worth stressing that, within the
British context, the term “far right” would be rendered even less helpful by the long
history of British far right conservatism that stretches into the period under
discussion and which may be seen to have often included members of mainstream
political institutions like the Conservative Party. The term “radical right” can be
discounted on the basis that it is arguably even less specific. It is often used similarly

to far right as a broad categorisation of parties to the right of mainstream

" Jean-Yves Camus & Nicolas Lebourg, Far-Right Politics in Europe, trans. Jane-Marie
Todd (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2017).
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conservatism,'® but this ignores two key factors that work against the term. Firstly,
many far right or extreme right phenomena are not, in one sense of the word, all that
radical: they may desire revolutionary change but their actual activities and beliefs
may be anything but revolutionary, to the extent of being copied wholesale from
other movements. Secondly, many mainstream conservative actors are (despite their
nominal gradualism) demonstrably radical. The most obvious example is the Anglo-
American New Right (not to be confused with the ENR) of Ronald Reagan and
Margaret Thatcher, which was radical in its reorientation of economic priorities and
rhetoric but socially conservative. The term extreme right thus emerges as the most
specific term to apply to fascist movements. After all, few would dispute that what
fascism (perhaps especially its post-war variants) looks to achieve is extreme.

There is little that is universally accepted by all scholars of generic “fascism”,
although there is now ‘a loose convergence around which a culturalist approach and
agenda of research [...] is pursued’.'” The precise definition of fascism remains a
topic of debate. However the majority of leading figures (and the author of this

thesis) would accept Roger Griffin’s summative claim that fascism is

[...] a revolutionary form of ultra-nationalism that attempts to realize the
myth of the regenerated nation. It is a myth which applied in practice
creates a totalitarian movement or regime engaged in combating cultural,

ethnic and even biological (‘dysgenic’) decadence and engineering a new

1 See, for example: Jens Rydgren (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the Radical Right
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).

"7 Constantin Iordachi, “Comparative Fascist Studies: An Introduction”, in Comparative
Fascist Studies: New Perspectives (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010), 24-25.
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sort of ‘man’ in a alternative socio-political and cultural modernity to

liberal capitalism.'®

Beyond the simple fact of its revolutionary goals, fascism as defined by Griffin here
has several extreme characteristics: the ultra-nationalism, the transcendent myth of
recreation, the totalitarian tendencies, and the biopolitical dimension. Crucially, as
Griffin has also noted, fascism ‘assumes unique ideological, cultural, political, and
organizational expression according to the circumstances and national context where
it takes shape’."” There is, then, plenty of room for fascist movements to have their
own distinct features that reflect their specific contexts.

This acknowledgement is important in light of the fact that there will always be
scholars sceptical of the benefits of searching for generic fascism. Such ostensible
critics of the definitional path have raised some important points. Martin Blinkhorn,
for instance, has argued that ‘defining and depicting fascism in primarily ideological,
stylistic and generally “intentionalist” terms’ has its uses, but it can also risk
undermining the ability of the historian to analyse the specifics of fascist practice.*’
Accepting that fascism is more than simply a set of ideas thankfully does not
necessitate returning to the days in which scholars like Gilbert Allardyce claimed

that ‘There is no such thing as fascism. There are only the men and movements that

" Roger Griffin, “Studying Fascism in a Postfascist Age: From New Consensus to New
Wave?”, Fascism, 1:1 (2012), 1. Griffin’s two key interventions are: Roger Griffin, The
Nature of Fascism (Abingdon: Routledge, 1993); Roger Griffin, Modernism and Fascism
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). For other comparative, conceptual studies, see:
Roger Eatwell, Fascism: A History (London: Pimlico, 2003); George Mosse, The Fascist
Revolution: Towards a General Theory of Fascism (New York: Howard Fertig, 1999).

"% Griffin, “Studying Fascism”, 14.

20 Martin Blinkhorn, “Afterthoughts — Road Maps and Landscapes: Historians, ‘Fascist
Studies’, and the Study of Fascism”, Totalitarian Movements & Political Religions [TMPR],
5:3(2004), 508-509.
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we call by that name’,*' or in which Marxist theorists argued that fascism was simply
a capitalist Trojan Horse and that any understanding of its ideology in its own right
was a betrayal or even pro-fascist gesture.”

Of all the scholars to argue that an appreciation of fascism’s practice is central to
understanding it, the most influential has been Robert Paxton, who has noted that
‘what fascists did tells us at least as much as what they said’.”> Despite ostensibly
arguing against the need for ‘a fixed essence: the famous “fascist minimum’’,**
Paxton is one of a number of critics of generic fascism who ultimately ‘operate
definitions which are self-evidently akin to and compatible with’ Griffin’s own
attempt to create a consensus definition.”” Still, his observations are particularly
useful. Having identified seven ‘mobilizing passions’ that give rise to fascism,
Paxton then proposes five stages that can be perceived in the rise of fascist
movements: ‘(1) the initial creation of fascist movements; (2) their rooting as parties
in a political system; (3) the acquisition of power; (4) the exercise of power; and,
finally, in the longer term, (5) radicalization or entropy.” Within this framework, he

stresses, ‘Ideas count’ but ‘They count more at some stages than at others’ and can

*! Gilbert Allardyce, “What Fascism is Not — Thoughts on the Deflation of a Concept”,
American Historical Review, 84:2 (1979), 368. Emphasis in original.

2 A relatively recent articulation of these ideas can be found in: David Renton, Fascism:
Theory and Practice (London: Pluto, 1999). As one recent work has shown, refusing to take
fascist ideology seriously can hinder the left by obscuring the fact that fascism appropriates
(even if only on a surface level) numerous elements of left-wing rhetoric and ideology:
Alexander Reid Ross, Against the Fascist Creep (Edinburgh: A. K. Press, 2017). Many
Marxist analyses do contain important points, and indeed some can be found in the
bibliography of this thesis.

3 Robert Paxton, The Anatomy of Fascism (London: Penguin, 2005), 10. Like Paxton,
Federico Finchelstein sits somewhere in the middle of these debates. He has written
powerfully about the need to consider violence (the most radical expression of which was the
Holocaust) as a key feature of fascism: Finchelstein, “Fascism and the Holocaust”, in The
Holocaust and Historical Methodology, ed. Dan Stone (Oxford: Berghahn, 2012), 255-71.

- Robert Paxton, “The Five Stages of Fascism”, Journal of Modern History, 70:1 (1998), 9-
10.

- Griffin, “Studying Fascism”, 11-12.
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be dismissed when expedient.”® As such Paxton combines a useful recognition of the
qualities of fascism alongside a detailing of the processes by which it can potentially
achieve its goals.

This makes his contributions a useful starting point for considering the specifics
of neo-fascism (examples of which often fail to get as far as the second stage of
Paxton’s model). There continue to be those who deny that post-war fascism exists at
all, and who argue that the term should only be used with reference to the pre-1945
period.”” The problem with such epochal studies is that they are too dependent on
‘largely inter-war context-dependent features, such as paramilitary organization’.”®
The risk of this rather overwhelming emphasis on historicism is that it dilutes our
ability to understand natural changes to post-war extreme right politics. As Andrea
Mammone adroitly notes, ‘if someone thinks that modern fascism means exact
carbon copies of the interwar blackshirt militias, then one is probably looking in the
wrong direction’.”” Fundamentally, this thesis works from the principle that neo-
fascism (or post-war fascism) does not need to be defined as ideologically separate to
fascism. The brief Griffin definition given above, as well as the qualities given by
Paxton, can still be applied to contemporary fascism, even if it has been
exceptionally hard for neo-fascists to put any of these ideas into practice.

Ultimately, what separates neo-fascism most clearly from fascism are the
different ways in which it is organised. As Griffin puts it, fascism has, largely but not
universally, undergone a ‘transformation from a party-political (and hence high-

profile, conspicuous, and hierarchical anti-systemic) force to a predominantly

%. Paxton, Anatomy of Fascism, 6-7, 11; Paxton, “Five Stages of Fascism”.

7 For a recent example, see: David Roberts, Fascist Interactions: Proposals for a New
Approach to Fascism and Its Era, 1919-1945 (Oxford: Berghahn, 2016), 278.

2 Eatwell, Fascism, xxiv.

*- Andrea Mammone, Transnational Neofascism in France and Italy (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2015), 13.
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rhizomic (and hence largely faceless) one’.>* In other words fascism has become a
firmly underground political movement, with only sanitised versions making an
appearance in the socio-political mainstream. This mutated fascism, Griffin stresses,
has been kept alive by ‘a largely subcultural or counter-cultural extreme-right
constituency of fanatics and utopians determined to prepare the way for the
inauguration of a new order’.”’ The approach in this thesis has been guided by this
influential reading of neo-fascism, together with an understanding of how the history
of fascism (in its inter-war and wartime guise) has shaped popular memory and
understanding of the phenomenon in ways that do not always neatly align with

purported definitions of fascism and neo-fascism. Before considering this, however,

it is necessary to give a brief overview of the literature on British fascism.

British Fascism, British Neo-Fascism, the British Extreme Right

Although the caveats raised earlier should be born in mind, it must be said that the
historiography of fascism in Britain is surprisingly well developed, given the
phenomenon’s reputation as being of only marginal importance. There remains a
bias, in terms of the number of studies, towards the inter-war period and (especially)
towards Oswald Mosley and the BUF.** As indicated above, much of the recent work

on British neo-fascism has been on the BNP under Nick Griffin. There remains a

0 Roger Griffin, 4 Fascist Century: Essays by Roger Griffin, ed. Matthew Feldman
gBasingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 202.

- Ibid.
32 The best overview of inter-war British fascism as a whole is: Thomas Linehan, British
Fascism, 1918-39: Parties, Ideology and Culture (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2000). See also: Richard Thurlow, Fascism in Britain: From Oswald Mosley’s Blackshirts to
the National Front (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2006), 30-113. Other recommended works on the
inter-war period are included in the bibliography.
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paucity of literature on the NF, although it is covered in the various synoptic
histories of the British extreme right, and was the subject of several social-scientific
and journalistic works in the late 1970s and early 1980s.”> No doubt part of the
reason for this gap is the sense that the NF only attained any sort of mainstream
prominence in the first place because of the political space opened up by Enoch
Powell’s infamous “Rivers of Blood” speech in 1968,** a theory that subscribers then
considered to have been proved with the 1979 General Election, when Thatcher’s
Conservative Party outflanked the NF by utilising anti-immigration rhetoric.™
Equally, the failure of British neo-fascist organisations to make any serious impact
has led to doubts as to the merits of studying them, although — as Roger Griffin notes
— ‘fascism is [...] an abortive political movement in the overwhelming majority of
cases’, so this is not necessarily a good reason to avoid the subject.’® Nonetheless
there has been a tendency for work on British fascism to focus on its failure, as ‘not
only a historical, but a terminal, condition’.’’ This view has been strengthened by
studies of British anti-fascism. Nigel Copsey, for one, cites the ‘further
marginalisation of a political ideology that was already contained by the strength of
passive anti-fascist feeling in post-war British national identity’ as central to
understanding the political failure of the post-war extreme right. Whilst these

processes of anti-fascism have been flawed — in failing to adequately counter popular

3 Michael Billig, Fascists: A Social Psychological View of the National Front (London:
Harcourt Bruce Jovanovich, 1978); Nigel Fielding, The National Front (London: Routledge /
Kegan Paul, 1981); Christopher Husbands, Racial Exclusionism and the City: The Urban
Support of the National Front (London: Allen & Unwin, 1983); Stan Taylor, The National
Front in English Politics (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1982); Walker, National Front.

- On Powell, see: Camilla Schofield, Enoch Powell and the Making of Post-Colonial
Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013); Bill Schwarz, The White Man’s
World, Vol. 1: Memories of Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 1-32, 53-106.
- See: Martin Durham, “The Conservative Party, the British Extreme Right, and the
Problem of Political Space, 1967-83”, in Failure of British Fascism, 81-98.

36. Griffin, “British Fascism”, 141.

7 Mike Cronin, ‘Introduction: Tomorrow We Live — The Failure of British Fascism’, in
Failure of British Fascism, 1-2.
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racism, for example — Copsey demonstrates that they nonetheless reveal much about
neo-fascism’s inability to mount a sustained charge in post-war Britain.’®

It is also true that the vast majority of full-length works that focus (either
exclusively or partially) on British neo-fascism have been fairly straightforward in
their coverage of the subject matter. Important monographs by the likes of Nigel
Copsey, Graham Macklin, John E. Richardson, Richard Thurlow, and Alan Sykes
have all fundamentally concentrated upon ideological development.’” Whilst such
works have their differences of interpretation they have all essentially posited British
neo-fascism as a political force primarily concerned with the racial regeneration of
the nation and with an ideological core rooted in antisemitic conspiracy theory.*’ As
this latter point indicates, British neo-fascism has remained rooted in the more
overtly extreme and explicitly pro-Nazi of its inter-war variants.*' As such British
fascists have regularly engaged in Holocaust denial,** and have promoted radical
variants of antisemitic conspiracy theory such as that of “white genocide”, which

suggests that the white race is being manipulated by Jews into destroying itself

- Nigel Copsey, Anti-Fascism in Britain (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 226.

* Copsey, Contemporary British Fascism; Graham Macklin, Very Deeply Dyed in Black:
Sir Oswald Mosley and the Resurrection of British Fascism After 1945 (London: 1. B.
Tauris, 2007); John E. Richardson, British Fascism: A Discourse-Historical Analysis
(Stuttgart: Ibidem-Verlag, 2017); Thurlow, Fascism in Britain; Alan Sykes, The Radical
Right in Britain (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). Sykes’ uneven attempt to discuss
fascism within a broader taxonomy of the “radical right” provides more evidence as to why
the latter term is unhelpful.

% On antisemitic conspiracy theory, see: Graham Macklin, “Transatlantic Connections and
Conspiracies: A. K. Chesterton and The New Unhappy Lords”, JCH, 47:2 (2012), 270-90.
The best summary of British extreme right racism is: Richardson, British Fascism, 141-90.
" The theme of continuity is thus extremely important, as shown in: Joe Mulhall, “The
Unbroken Thread: British Fascism, Its Ideologues and Ideologies, 1939-1960 (Unpublished
PhD Thesis, Royal Holloway, University of London, 2016).

2 Qee: Ibid., 74-133; Mark Hobbs, “‘The Men Who Rewrite History’: Holocaust Denial and
the British Far Right from 1967, in ‘Tomorrow Belongs to Us’: The British Far Right Since
1967, eds Nigel Copsey & Matthew Worley (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), 9-26.
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through miscegenation.” They have also (more or less explicitly, depending on the
movement and the precise historical moment) acted as perpetrators or promoters of
physical violence (predominantly targeted at ethnic minorities). This latter element
of fascist extremism has been under-explored in the existing literature, partly as a
result of a focus on theory rather than practice, and partly due to the difficulty of
obtaining a detailed range of source material (when, after all, the police and the press
did not necessarily take all such assaults seriously). Still, it is indisputable that
organisations like the NF did cause racial violence. Statistics show a direct rise of
reports of racial attacks in line with the NF’s period of prominence.* It is
implausible that actual members of neo-fascist movements were not involved in
enacting at least some of this violence. Certainly members of neo-Nazi terrorist
organisations like Combat 18 (C18) have been shown to have deliberately targeted
minority communities for violent attacks.*’ Of course the precise nature of British
neo-Nazi ideology and activity have also come in for some specific scholarly
attention, largely focused on the career of the would-be fiihrer Colin Jordan.*® Whilst
not all British neo-fascist movements should be described as neo-Nazi, the
boundaries are often blurred. Michael Billig’s study of the NF in the late 1970s
performed an important role in highlighting the multi-level ideology of British neo-
fascism, with an esoteric core of more or less overt neo-Nazism often being

(nominally at least) shielded from the public eye by a more populist exoteric,

- For an overview, see: Paul Jackson, ““White Genocide’: Postwar Fascism and the
Ideological Value of Evoking Existential Conflicts”, in The Routledge History of Genocide,
eds Cathie Carmichael & Richard C. Maguire (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015), 207-26.

#- Benjamin Bowling, Violent Racism: Victimisation, Policing and Social Context (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1998), 42-45.

#- For an overview, see: Nick Lowles, White Riot: The Violent Story of Combat 18
(Croydon: Milo, 2001).

- Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, Black Sun: Aryan Cults, Esoteric Nazism, and the Politics of
Identity (New York: New York University Press, 2002), 30-51; Paul Jackson, Colin Jordan
and Britain’s Neo-Nazi Movement: Hitler’s Echo (London: Bloomsbury, 2017).
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peripheral persona.*’ The term neo-fascist is generally preferred due to its greater
flexibility, but this is not to deny this element of ambiguity within the British
extreme right milieu.

The bias towards what Macklin (echoing Kushner’s call for more diverse studies
of British fascism) has called the ‘reductive methodological focus upon the
traditional canons of ideological core and electoral performance’ is slowly being
diminished.”® An important forerunner here was an edited collection that appeared in
the mid-2000s, which not only provided several useful culturalist analyses of aspects
of British fascism (almost exclusively focused on the inter-war period) but also
established that the extreme right has regularly entered into ‘grudging dialogue with
current cultural discourses’.* A subsequent collection, focused exclusively on the
post-war period, appeared over a decade later. Here editors profess a welcome desire
to consider ‘interactions between far-right cultures and mainstream popular culture,
and so extend the analysis beyond cultures of fascist self-representation’,”® although
all bar one of the chapters still focus on the cultural dynamics of the extreme right
itself. The exception sees Copsey offer some useful reflections on representations of
neo-fascism in literature, film and television, and on the stage. Understandably, but a
little regrettably, the examples chosen are rather literal (cultural works that simply
depict the activities of fictional British fascists) and ignore music, the field in which
what Copsey calls ‘cultural encounters’ have been most prominent).”' This rather

limits the chapter, which could have examined allegorical works, and which

7 Billig, Fascists.

®- Macklin, Very Deeply Dyed, 4.

- Julie Gottlieb & Thomas Linehan, “Introduction: Culture and the British Far Right”, in
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ultimately offers no conclusion beyond asserting that ‘home-grown fascists’ have
indeed featured in works of popular culture.”® A similar criticism could be levelled at
Ryan Shaffer, the author of a recent monograph largely focused on the importance of
neo-fascist youth and music culture. Shaffer demonstrates the fundamental
significance of extreme right (essentially neo-Nazi) punk music to keeping British
neo-fascism alive, but fails to offer any detailed analysis of the relationship between
this form of fascist cultural output and music culture more broadly.” This lack of
sustained focus on context, whilst corrected to some extent by a book chapter on the
extreme right’s involvement in contesting the meaning of punk in the 1970s and
1980s,>* leaves a major gap that this thesis will help fill with its exploration of

reflections of fascism within British music culture.

Representations of Fascism and the Holocaust

Given its desire to explore both British neo-fascism itself and to analyse the
influence of fascism on music culture, this thesis is rooted not only in the
historiography of fascism as an ideology but also in that of how inter-war fascisms
and the Holocaust have been understood in the post-war period. This is an enormous
subject and thus what follows is merely a short run-through of ideas and themes that
are particularly relevant to the current analysis. Whilst this is a study in British

history, the focus here is not national-specific. As clarified in the discussion of

2 Ibid., 125.

- Ryan Shaffer, Music, Youth and International Links in Post-War British Fascism: The
Transformation of Extremism (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017).

* Nigel Copsey & Matthew Worley, “White Youth: The Far Right, Punk, and British
Youth Culture, 1977-87”, in ‘Tomorrow Belongs to Us’, 113-31.
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Gilroy’s work, it is taken as read that WW2 had a seminal and unique impact upon
British culture and society — particularly in enabling perceptions of Britain as the
moral anti-fascist victor. Rather than assessing other works that make similar,
contradictory, or simply adjacent arguments, this brief discussion focuses generally
on how fascism (especially Nazism) and the Holocaust have been represented in
culture and in historical writing.

Theodor Adorno’s 1949 assertion that ‘To write poetry after Auschwitz is
barbaric’ remains iconic, even if it is usually misquoted along the lines of “There can
be no poetry (or art) after Auschwitz”.”> As Michael Rothberg notes, the expression
has regularly been misunderstood too. The phrase (especially its temporal element)
has become a ‘sound-bite [...] the intellectual equivalent of “Never Again!”*® As
Rothberg’s analysis reminds us, however, Adorno’s reference to Auschwitz was part
of ‘his larger critique of capitalist modernity and the Enlightenment’ and was directly
linked to the ideas developed by him and his fellow members of the Frankfurt School
before the war and the Holocaust. Adorno may have given ‘Auschwitz a particular
position as the apotheosis of barbarism’, but he was not referring to poetry about
Auschwitz but to the possibility of continuing to create art infused by the cultural
context that created Auschwitz; in effect, art that would assist in perpetuating that
culture. In this sense Adorno was arguing that Nazi barbarism was no ‘rupture’, but
instead a continuation of the same dangerous threads he had analysed along with his
colleagues during the Weimar Republic.’” This is clarified earlier in the essay in

question, leading up to the “after Auschwitz” line,”® but Rothberg has provided a

> Theodor Adorno, Prisms, trans. Samuel & Sherry Weber (Michigan: MIT Press, 1983),
34,

>0 Michael Rothberg, Traumatic Realism: The Demands of Holocaust Representation
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 25.

> Tbid., 35-36.
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summary of key elements: ‘If the citizens of the world do not recognize Auschwitz
as the reflection of their lives that is [...] because terror functions more abstractly
outside of the camps through the very logic of identity that laid the groundwork for
genocide and has not yet disappeared’.”’

Fundamentally, Rothberg argues, Adorno’s comments on Auschwitz were as (if
not more) inspired by his time in the United States as they were by his observations
of Europe’s plunge into the abyss: his ‘experience of [...] “late capitalism” in the
United States did not [...] leave him with much belief in the existence of alternatives
to the logic of fascism’.’ As such, the “after Auschwitz” line did not take a moral
position against cultural representations of Nazi atrocities but instead denied a
radical break in time, suggesting that Western society contained no comprehensive
vision for human emancipation. In Rothberg’s work this provides the basis for a
‘traumatic realism’ which, by ‘focusing attention on the intersection of the everyday
and the extreme in the experience and writing of Holocaust survivors, [...] provides
an aesthetic and cognitive solution to the conflicting demands inherent in
representing and understanding genocide’.®' Rothberg thus calls for forms of
representation that include the unknowable (‘the antirealist’) of the Holocaust
alongside its factual narrative (as put forward in ‘the realist approach’ of historians).

This suggestion that we bring together two loose interpretative schools is an
attempt to find a solution to the impasse that obstructs conclusive decisions about
various forms of historical representation. Some aspects of this impasse were raised
by Saul Friedldnder in his introductory essay to a landmark early 1990s collection of

essays on Holocaust representation:

*- Rothberg, Traumatic Realism, 36-37.
" 1bid.,37.
°" Ibid., 9.
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The extermination of the Jews of Europe is as accessible to both
representation and interpretation as any other historical event. But we are
dealing with an event which tests our traditional conceptual and

. . 5 62
representation categories, an “event at the limits”.

From this it followed naturally ‘that there are limits to representation [of Nazism and
the Holocaust] which should not be but can easily be transgressed’, a result of the
potentially ‘insufficient’ nature of ‘our traditional categories of conceptualization
and representation’ and the ‘problematic’ dimensions of ‘our language’.® This
should not necessarily be a question entirely about morality. As Gillian Rose has
noted, mythologising the Holocaust as being incomprehensible within the bounds of
human morality is likely to hinder, rather than help, the development of Holocaust
memory and knowledge.**

Friedlénder also highlighted the possibility that, even without ‘the socioeconomic
conditions needed for the appearance of a Nazi-type phenomenon’ it was possible for
‘a new discourse on Nazism [to] develop at the same level of phantasms, images, and
emotions’ at which the ‘power’ of ‘Nazism’s attraction’ lay.® In other words,
Friedlander posited that “reflections of fascism” may emerge through or in response
to representations of the phenomenon, particularly those he brands as examples of

“Nazi kitsch”.®® This idea is carried throughout the second half of this thesis. In some

62 Saul Friedldnder, “Introduction”, in Probing the Limits of Representation: Nazism and
the “Final Solution”, ed. Friedldnder (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), 2-
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ways Friedlinder’s argument mirrors that of Susan Sontag, who drew attention to
how the aesthetics of Leni Riefenstahl’s films highlight aspects of fascism that
promote ‘ideals that are persistent today under other banners’, such as ‘the cult of
beauty’ and ‘dissolution of alienation in ecstatic feelings of community’.®” Less
comfortably still, she identified eroticism in fascist rituals, reflected by the
sadomasochistic post-war appeal of SS uniforms, but most powerfully emphasised in
Riefenstahl’s filming of Nazi rallies: ‘The expression of the crowds... is one of

ecstasy; the leader makes the crowd come.”®®

This sexualised reading of fascist ritual
emphasises the danger of fascism’s distinctive allure, and its potential to captivate
both the individual and the masses.

Sontag could be accused of being either antirealist or realist, in the sense that she
exceptionalises her subjects even as she grounds them in wider, more ordinary
(sexual) contexts. Whether she makes an ideal test case for Rothberg’s traumatic
realism is, therefore, unclear. Friedlidnder is even less clear. As a theoretical text,
Reflections of Nazism remains more useful in highlighting severe potential pitfalls of
representing fascism than in prompting thinking about precisely what forms (beyond
the spectral) such pitfalls might take. Friedldnder has since gone on to write two
mammoth volumes detailing, in almost universally acclaimed fashion, the full history
of the Holocaust.”” For the famous postmodernist Hayden White, the second of these
volumes was loosely akin to an example of traumatic realism, a work of detailed

history that nonetheless does not stick rigidly to narrative, employs a range of

innovative literary devices, and which acknowledges the wvarious conceptual
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limitations inherent in the completion of such a study.’’ Friedlinder, perhaps
unsurprisingly, did not take overly kindly to this reading.”' White’s reading of
Friedlander raises the issue of how far historical writing on Nazism and the
Holocaust must itself be viewed as a representation. This dilemma — along with
numerous debates around topics such as morality, uniqueness (or otherwise), and
cultural distortion — continues to prompt anxiety in the field.”

The scale of this angst does not, however, match that of the topic on which this
overview shall close: the Historikerstreit (historians’ debate) in 1980s West
Germany.”” This was essentially a conflict between a small minority of conservative
historians, particularly Ernst Nolte, and a larger group of more or less left-leaning
historians and theorists. Nolte infamously began to argue against any idea of Nazi
uniqueness, to the point of suggesting that the Nazi extermination camps should be
seen primarily as copies of the Gulag and that Allied bombing campaigns against
German citizens were genocidal actions comparable to those enacted by the Nazis
against the Jews. He even appeared to argue that elements of Hitler’s genocidal
antisemitism were not all that unreasonable.”* As Dominick LaCapra later noted, the
Historikerstreit ‘delivered relatively little in terms of new facts or particular
interpretations of events’, but it potentially did ‘contribute a great deal to historical

self-understanding by disclosing the importance of the problems of one’s relationship
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with the past and its implications for the present and future’.”” The fact that Nolte
and many of his supporters were old enough to remember, or even participate in,
WW2 was, then, far from irrelevant.

As Dan Stone suggests, the lasting impact of the Historikerstreit (and similar
debates in other countries) has been to help revive the extreme right, made to feel
more comfortable both in denying ideological links to Nazism and, more practically,
in voicing anti-immigration and anti-multiculturalism arguments.’”® This indicates
how historical interpretations act as representations of the past that deliver political
messages about the Holocaust’s significance. This is not to adopt an extreme anti-
realist perspective, an accusation often levelled at the likes of White, who instead
should be praised for promoting the correct ‘claim that accepts that things happened
in the past but says that when history is written the past is then constructed in the
present’.”” More accurately it is to say that historical coverage of these topics may
tend towards the form of traumatic realism after all — although the trauma can be
displaced as a result of ideological concerns. As Chapters Five and Six illustrate, the
lack of stable footing that we can grant to representations of fascism and the

Holocaust can have alarming implications.
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Political Narratives of Late Twentieth Century Britain

Historians of late twentieth century Britain could be forgiven for feeling a little
disorientated. After all, discussions of Holocaust representation rarely figure in
works of contemporary British history. Ideas of crisis (a central focus of Chapter
One), on the other hand, do. Before Brexit, the 1970s was the last period in British
history to be branded a period of discernible crisis, in some cases fairly accurately
(as in the Gramscian sense, highlighted by members of the Birmingham Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies, CCCS),”® in others somewhat hysterically. As
Alwyn W. Turner highlights, in the twenty-five years or so following its conclusion,
the 1970s ‘was a decade that could scarcely be mentioned without condemnation’. It
was, he points out, only in the early twenty-first century that a reassessment began to
occur, with statistical evidence suggesting that Britons were happier in the 1970s
than they were three decades later.”” Turner is one of a number of historians (both
academic and popular) whose revisionist take on the decade has marked a new surge
of interest in a period previously written off as an unpleasant postscript to the 1960s
or preface to the 1980s. This has seen the slow liberation of the 1970s from
longstanding assumptions about its nature. Whilst, as Lawrence Black notes, new
works on the decade may not necessarily ‘enlighten its wretched reputation’, they at
least recognise that ‘its wretchedness can enlighten’.*

Traditional, negative narratives of the decade, which tend to emphasise the

failures of successive Conservative and Labour governments (but particularly the
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latter) culminate in the “winter of discontent” (1978-79) towards the end of James
Callaghan’s Labour administration. Britain literally ground to a halt in the face of
what Andy Beckett has termed a ‘shapeless and anarchic’ period of strikes by
everyone from civil servants to gravediggers.® This has encouraged the popular
perception of the winter of discontent as the nadir of post-war British decline, a view
some have sought to dislodge.® If the old narrative is displaced then what is its
successor? Is a focus on politics ultimately misleading? Black, together with Hugh
Pemberton, has highlighted that traditional narratives of the 1970s contain a
significant ‘dissonance... between elite and popular experience’,” providing one
potential avenue in the process. Furthermore, as Beckett points out, ‘For many
political people in the seventies, the time was dominated not by Heath and Thatcher
and Callaghan but by the rise of environmentalism, or feminism, or the Gay
Liberation Front, or Rock Against Racism, and other new forms of politics with their
own rhythms and preoccupations, only sometimes connected to those in the House of
Commons.”™*

The real history of the 1970s may, therefore, lie away from the conventional

political arena. Recent works have suggested that 1970s Britain was complicated and

81 Andy Beckett, When the Lights Went Out: What Really Happened to Britain in the
Seventies (London: Faber & Faber, 2009), 465.

82 Examples include: Colin Hay, “Chronicles of a Death Foretold: The Winter of Discontent
and the Crisis of British Keynesianism”, Parliamentary Affairs, 63:3 (2010), 385-406; Tara
Martin Lopez, The Winter of Discontent: Myth, Memory, and History (Liverpool: Liverpool
University Press, 2015); James Thomas, “‘Bound in by History’: The Winter of Discontent
in British Politics, 1979-2004”, Media, Culture & Society, 29:2 (2007), 263-83; Nick
Tiratsoo, ““You’ve Never Had It So Bad’? Britain in the 1970s”, in From Blitz to Blair: A
New History of Britain Since 1939, ed. Tiratsoo (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1997),
163-90.

% Lawrence Black & Hugh Pemberton, “Introduction: The Benighted Decade?”, in
Reassessing 1970s Britain, ed. Black, Pemberton & Pat Thane (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 2013), 10.

8- Beckett, When the Lights Went Out, 5.



36

as open to optimistic possibilities as to negativity.®> As Joe Moran puts it, the 1970s
was not ‘a coherent, homogenous entity’ as popular memory has often dictated.*
Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite has shown that the 1970s was more important in
marking the beginning of the end of traditional forms of social interaction and
behaviour, a shift she has analysed through class and ‘the decline of deference’.®’
Together with three other leading British historians, Sutcliffe-Braithwaite has also
highlighted the growth of ‘popular individualism’ in society during this decade. Not
an inherently neo-liberal concept, as it may sound, this set of attitudes ‘had multiple
political and cultural valences; desires for greater individual self-determination, and
anger with the ‘establishment’ for withholding it’.*® Among the more important of
these was the radicalised black anti-racist movement, largely clustered around
publications like Race Today but also strongly active in and around the feminist
movement.*” Such threads, insofar as Beckett identifies them, only add more colour
to the hyperbolic analogy he uses: that of Weimar Germany (a comparison that is
analysed in Chapter One). Even if the 1970s ‘was about moments of possibility as
well as sudden calamity’, he argues, it did also see ‘Something profound and

unsettling” happen to the nation that has had a profound impact on Britain’s

development over the following three and a half decades.”
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It was Thatcher, of course, who ultimately shaped this impact. As Camilla
Schofield argues, it was Thatcher and her dogma that provided a supposed solution
to Britain’s ‘political “crisis” of the late 1960s and 1970s’, to which far right
Conservatives like Enoch Powell had already ‘[given] meaning’.”' The conventional
reading of events, best expressed by the likes of David Dutton and Denis Kavanagh,
explicitly positions Thatcher as prompting the end of post-war consensus politics.”
Even those who have casted doubt on this narrative, tend not to dispute that she had
an almost incomparable impact on post-war British politics and society.” Studies
like these, Anna Marie Smith notes, focused almost exclusively on socio-economic
factors, more or less consciously overlooking ‘Thatcherite references to racist
immigration controls, the British identity, the family, multiculturalism and
morality’.”* Schofield has also made the crucial point that Thatcher was strongly
influenced by Powell, even if her actions when in power (with regard to economics
at least) often went beyond or departed completely from his thinking (as on
Europe).”

Although they are still flawed with regards to the cultural aspects highlighted by
Smith, some of the most useful attempts to define Thatcherism were those made
contemporaneously by a group of leftist intellectuals associated with publications

such as Marxism Today (MT) and New Left Review. Andrew Gamble highlighted
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three ‘broad themes’: ‘Thatcherism as a hegemonic project; Thatcherism as a class or
accumulation strategy; and Thatcherism as statecraft’, with the hegemonic element
of Thatcherism as the most important.”® Stuart Hall cast Thatcherism as a form of
‘authoritarian populism’ that brought together ‘the resonant themes of organic
Toryism — nation, family, duty, authority, standards, traditionalism — with the
aggressive themes of a revived neo-liberalism — self-interest, competitive
individualism, anti-statism’. In government, Thatcherism was ‘an exceptional form
of the capitalist state which, unlike classical fascism, has retained most (though not
all) of the formal representative institutions in place, and which at the same time has
been able to construct around itself an active popular consent’.”’

Whatever its precise ideology, it is clear that — as Richard Vinen puts it —
Thatcherism ‘emerged out of debates on national decline, trade union power and
economic modernisation during the 1970s and it ceased to be relevant when those
issues became less pressing’. Given these roots, Vinen may well be right to assert
that it is actually of relatively little importance how far Thatcher was influenced by
‘Victorian values’, for example, or — in fact — how her time in power relates to the
post-war consensus.”® What was relevant about Thatcherism in the 1980s was less
what it meant in terms of the fabric of British history in the long-term and more what
it meant for Britons at the time. It is certainly true that Thatcher did dominate the
1980s. As Gamble noted back in 1988, ‘Rarely has any British politician so
dominated a period.”” Despite this, as E. H. H. Green highlights, Thatcher never

won more than 43.9% of the vote over the course of her three successful elections.
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As such, ‘the British electorate never became Thatcherite’ in the manner that her

eleven years in office might suggest.'”

It is therefore necessary, as Stephen Brooke
has argued, to start ‘thinking historically about an eighties in Britain that is not
overdetermined by Thatcher or Thatcherism’.'”' One attempt in this direction has
been made by a special issue of Contemporary British History that uses MT-
associated futural discourses on the idea of “New Times” to frame analyses of the
decade.'”

When these MT7-identified New Times arrived in the mid-1990s, it was essentially
in the shape of New Labour. There has thus far been a striking disinterest on the part
of scholars to explore the immediate aftermath of the Thatcher years beyond the
assertion that Thatcher prompted a new consensus to which New Labour then signed
up — an important point, but by no means the only one for discussion.'” This turn of
events also reflects a wider trend for the left to accede to the Anglo-American New
Right, having — as Donald Sassoon observes — ‘lost faith in their own doctrine’.'
The lack of attention to the early 1990s — and to John Major’s period in office in
particular — in the historiography of modern Britain to date, meanwhile, is probably
down to the hypnotic power of Thatcher’s own infamous 1992 statement that ‘There

isn’t such a thing as Majorism.”'*
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What can be said about Britain as it entered the final years relevant to this study is
that it still bore all the impacts of Thatcherism’s ‘revolution in the head’, of ‘a rare
modern example of a British government with social traction’, as Beckett puts it.'*
More concretely, one might say that the period up to Blair’s arrival in 10 Downing
Street was a time in which the nation was still sore from the profound changes
undergone in the preceding twenty years — perhaps even to the extent that these first
years of the 1990s are genuinely best seen as part of a “long 1980s” (and thus post-
1997 as part of a “long 2000s”?) As Turner notes, the 1990s ‘started with no
consensus about the identity of the nation’, and politicians started ‘from a position of
fracture and confusion’.'”” Turner further emphasises that, critically, the 1990s began
to see ‘the rehabilitation of the 1960s’, so long ‘the battleground” on which the crises
and reorientations of the 1970s and 1980s had been fought. Politicians were not as in
control of this as they may have liked to think, however — a fact emphasised by neo-

Nazi terrorist David Copeland’s 1999 nail-bomb attacks on London.'”®

To give
Turner the final word, then, the narrative of the 1970s through to the 1990s is ‘the
tale of the building of a new consensus’ that is ultimately dominated by new forms of
social exclusion and ‘economic fantasy’.'” Having established this socio-political

national backdrop to the thesis, it is now time to briefly explore the literature on

British music culture throughout the period.

1% Andy Beckett, Promised You a Miracle: Why 1980-82 Made Modern Britain (London:
Penguin, 2016), xxiii.

7 Turner, A Classless Society, 7-8.

"% Tbid. 567-68.

' Ibid. 2.



41

Music Culture in Britain Since Punk

The uneven socio-political drift of late twentieth century Britain unsurprisingly led to
the development of a vibrant, and often intensely political, music culture. Punk was
the most notable example. Its emergence in the mid-1970s was enabled, in part, by
the prominence of the music-led “counter-culture” that grew out of the tensions
surrounding permissiveness and other forms of social change in the 1960s. Though
hard to define it may be considered, following Bill Osgerby, ‘as a diverse range of
loosely related anti-establishment, non-conformist and bohemian factions’ active in
the post-war period.''® All of these features were present — to varying degrees — in
the various politicised music cultures that followed. Traditionally, the counter-
culture is seen as having failed by the early 1970s, but George McKay has
highlighted the continued presence of ‘oppositional or politically radical’ counter-

111

cultural movements beyond the early 1970s.” " These two elements created a

fragmented culture in which artists from various disciplines ‘challenged the
boundaries of permission’ and frequently teetered on the edge of ‘the boundaries
between public and private pleasures’.''? Punk was the apex of such a challenge, at
least in terms of its immediate societal impact, and its ability to prompt moral panic.
It is not surprising, then, that, as Keith Gildart notes, many ‘Historians tend to place

[punk] at the centre of a particular period of “crisis” in British society (1976/77)".'"
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As Chapter Four shall explore in some detail, punk culture was in part shaped by
its interest in (and relationship with) fascism. Punk’s provocative use of the swastika,
for instance, has become part of its mythological role as a historically significant
musical subculture. More generally, punk has become widely accepted as a source of
unique insight into ‘the place of subcultures within patterns of cultural and political
change, and their meaning for participants, confederates and opponents’.''* This has
led to a body of work on the punk movement and its ability to inform about the wider
state of British culture, politics, and society. The leading figure here has been
Matthew Worley, whose recent monograph offers a uniquely in-depth and wide-
ranging exploration of the phenomenon, drawing particular attention to its contested
(and varied) meanings and agendas.''> Worley recognises that even avowed anti-
fascist punk groups can be seen to have unintentionally courted the attention of far
right groups through their engagement ‘with issues such as class, national identity,
racial tension, state oppression and street level violence’. In short, Worley notes that
elements of punk ‘shared common interests with members (and potential members)
of Britain’s far right’. He also recognises that punk and its associated milieus had not
merely an occasional interest but a ‘fascination with the history, aesthetics and
iconography of fascism’.''® As Matthew Boswell has argued, it is natural that punk
and its offshoots tended — as self-consciously transgressive movements — towards

discussing extremes, like fascism and the Holocaust, in a provocative manner. This
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was, he notes, a conscious response to the ‘overwhelmingly affirmative, redemptive
and nationalistic discourse’ about WW?2 that British punks had grown up with.'"’
Many of the most important analyses of music culture in Britain have, of course,
come not from academics but from those aficionados and specialist journalists who
prove willing to codify and historicise the movements in which they were important
participants. Of these individuals Jon Savage, in his enormously influential work on
early punk, and Simon Reynolds, through his illuminating work on post-punk, are
particularly worthy of comment. Ultimately Savage’s most important observation is
not one about punk or its politics per se but instead about music culture’s general
socio-political role in British society. ‘England is a highly static society, with a
strongly defined ruling class and a narrow definition of the acceptable. If you fall
outside it for any reason, you’re marginal’, he argues. Music cultures like punk have,
therefore, provided ‘a place where many of [the marginals] meet, as dreamers and
misfits from all classes, to transform, if not the world, then their world’."'"® Thus
punk and its offshoots can be considered to have inhabited a subcultural realm
distinct from the mainstream in its boundaries and possibilities. Reynolds,
meanwhile, notes that, by the time punk was mutating into post-punk, the social,
political and economic ‘dislocations’ of the period were pushing artists to produce
‘dissident music’ that was ‘out of synch with the broader culture that was veering
towards the right’.''” As shall become clear in the second half of the thesis
(particularly Chapters Five and Six), post-punk politics were not always as

straightforwardly left-leaning as this implies. Relevant literature on the rather more
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niche case studies that provide the focus of these chapters will, however, be referred

to at the relevant juncture of the thesis.

Sources and Methodology

This thesis utilises a wide range of source materials: periodicals, newspapers, zines,
pamphlets, manifestoes, flyers, autobiographies, existing oral histories, films and
television programmes, music, and some unpublished archival materials. The first
three categories have been the most important. Utilising an array of collections from
across the country, the research has involved a comprehensive investigation of
publications related to British neo-fascism and to relevant music subcultures. Only a
fraction of these publications (often extremely obscure and, thus, largely unused by
historians) have made it into the finished thesis. They have been preferred as the
main source material chiefly because of their ability to accurately capture opinions
(even those self-consciously tailored towards particular audiences) and historical
moments. The nature of presenting an easy-to-follow narrative throughout the thesis
has effectively necessitated more space being given to formal publications (i.e.
periodicals and newspapers) that provide clearer indications of dates, places, and
people. However, in a methodological sense, the thesis has endeavoured throughout
to take seriously even those publications produced on a small (or even miniscule)
scale. As Lucy Robinson has recently emphasised, one of the chief advantages of
potentially ephemeral print sources like zines is that they have a greater tendency to
‘construct their own alternative canons and syllabuses’ of ‘heroes, heroines, and

watershed moments’. Whilst this obviously has particular benefits for the study of
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120in this thesis the use

progressive cultures (feminist, anti-racist, queer, and more),
of both music and neo-fascism related zines (including those not to appear in the
final edit) has been instrumental in enabling the research to fully consider the
subcultures under study as having their own perspectives on knowledge, politics,
history, and society.

The conviction that it is worth spending significant portions of time exploring
exceptionally niche materials, that often have little obvious significance as historical
sources beyond acting as evidence of the personal politics of their creators, has come
at the cost of this thesis not utilising oral history techniques. This approach was
seriously considered at the beginning of the project, and considerations of time (in
terms of gaining access, interviewing, and transcribing) did come into the final
decision-making process. Reflecting, it is also true that oral history may have proved
a problematic methodology to employ in the context of this study. As one scholar of
British fascism has recently argued, the extreme right should be studied in full
awareness of the reprehensibility of its politics, which are not best discerned via ‘the
uncritical acceptance of the self-descriptions of (potential) fascists themselves’. Put
another way: fascists are likely to lie about their views and their lives.'*' Equally the
most valuable neo-fascists to talk to would be those who formed the rank-and-file of
the movements under discussion — as these are the extreme right voices that cannot
be found in the archive. Locating such individuals, let alone persuading them to talk
to a historian, would have been a significant project in its own right. Participants in
music subcultures, on the other hand, might be unwilling to discuss potential links

between their cultures and the extreme right. It is, moreover, the case that this is a
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thesis that is already almost exclusively about white men, the cultures they have
participated in, and the cultural-political outputs they have produced. This is already
a methodological limitation in that it often obscures female involvement, an issue
that this thesis makes no claim to have solved but which it hopes to have avoided
worsening by providing further space to the same men who already dominate the
study.

The lack of oral history research done for this thesis would, no doubt, lead some
sociologists — noting the frequent references to subcultures — to describe this thesis as
an exercise in ‘armchair social science’.'** Further risking such ire, the study takes
its understanding of subcultures primarily from the work of scholars involved with
the Birmingham CCCS (a frequent target for the afore-given scornful criticism). The
thesis does not, as will already be clear, share the Marxist class-focused bent of much
of the CCCS’ work on subcultures. However many of the basic tenets of the CCCS’
broad approach to subcultural theory are applied in this thesis. Particularly important

is the illustration of the relationship between the subculture and the wider cultural

sphere:

Subcultures must exhibit a distinctive enough shape and structure to
make them identifiably different from their “parent” culture. They must
be focused around certain activities, values, certain uses of material
artefacts, territorial spaces etc. which significantly differentiate them

from the wider culture. But since they are sub-sets, there must also be
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significant things which bind and articulate them with the “parent”

123
culture.

Equally important is the CCCS’ acknowledgement of the diversity of subcultures.

All subcultures

[...] take shape around the distinctive activities and ‘focal concerns’ of
groups. They can be loosely or tightly bounded. Some subcultures are
merely loosely-defined strands or ‘milieux’ within the parent culture:
they possess no distinctive ‘world’ of their own. Others develop a clear,

coherent identity and structure.'**

This allows the CCCS approach to be usable alongside other subcultural theories.
One such theory is that of the “cultic milieu”, created by Colin Campbell in 1972
to reference ‘the cultural underground of society’. Observing that ‘cultic groups have
a tendency to be ephemeral and highly unstable’, Campbell suggested that ‘cults
must exist within a milieu which, if not conducive to the maintenance of individual
cults, is clearly highly conducive to the spawning of cults in general’. This in turn
implied that the milieu, rather than individual cults, might be particularly worthy of
sociological study.'” As was later emphasised, ‘The cultic milieu is oppositional by

nature’ and acts as ‘a zone in which proscribed and/or forbidden knowledge is the
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coin of the realm’.'” That cultic milieu has been applied to neo-fascism is not

surprising. The underground realm in which fascism may now be considered to exist
is one largely populated by cults. Equally it has been suggested that ‘the cult-like
aspects of Hitler’s regime — and there were many — are magnified as the defining
characteristics of post-war neo-Nazi movements’.'*” The idea of the cultic milieu is
particularly valuable to the sections of this thesis focused on consciously esoteric
neo-fascist or music cultures, notably those discussed in Chapters Three, Five, and
Six. Esotericism is, itself, a notoriously elusive concept. For this thesis, however, the
term may be considered simply to refer to a form of belief stressing the importance
of supposedly “higher” or “hidden” forms of knowledge.'**

Alongside its ability to accommodate other theories, the chief strength of the
CCCS approach to subcultures may be seen in its interest in semiotics over
ethnography — precisely the same notion that has caused some to accuse it of failing
to pursue a suitably active sociology. A crucial aspect of this was the notion that the
“rituals” in which subcultures participated could only be fully understood by ‘the
trained semiotician’, who ‘could see the ideological dimension of subcultural style’
in a manner that participants could not.'* Highlighting the tendency of the CCCS
scholars to avoid in-depth ethnographic research, David Muggleton has critiqued
their approach for relying on ‘an a priori framework [...] that has resulted in a
structural overdetermination of subjective meanings’."* This criticism is valid in so

far as it may result in overdue emphasis being placed on scholarly interpretation at
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the expense of capturing the reality of subcultural experience. Historically, however,
the semiotic approach is extremely valuable, in that it allows for subcultures to be
“read” through archival materials. This is particularly valuable for political
subcultures like the neo-fascist examples studied here. The semiotic approach
effectively enables the thesis to deal with subcultures in terms that are reminiscent of
the “new political history”: treating politics ‘as one cultural entity among many,
embedding it in a wider social history’ that acknowledges the political as a marker of
identity that ‘bear[s] a certain otherness, much as ethnicity or social class might’."!
Obviously this otherness is particularly pronounced in the case of neo-fascists, but it
is also important in the musical case studies chosen. Similarly the elements of
subcultural theory discussed here are more pronounced in some sections of the thesis
than others. The study is ultimately concerned more with identifying and

contextualising subcultural fascisms (or subcultural references to fascism) than with

applying detailed theoretical analysis of those subcultures to which it refers.

Thesis Structure

This thesis is, in line with the dual nature of its research, divided into two halves.
The first half focuses on aspects of British neo-fascism itself. Chapter One explores
the place of the extreme right within British political culture since the mid-1970s, in
the process also providing a large amount of the context for the rest of the thesis and
assessing examples from each of the three relevant decades in turn, thus providing a

platform for the remainder of the thesis (particularly its first half) by introducing
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numerous key individuals and organisations into the narrative. Chapter Two then
analyses three different kinds of neo-fascist identity: patriotism, masculinity and its

32 These first two

relationship with sexuality, and metapolitical intellectualism.
chapters examine several different sections of the subcultural fascist underground:
from its overtly party political end to its less organised, street-based elements in the
shape of the neo-fascist skinhead movement. Chapter Three, on the other hand, acts
as a deeper exploration of how a specific subcultural faction (the group known as the
“political soldiers” who took over and radicalised the NF in the mid-late 1980s) can
be analysed so as to better understand constructions of extremism and esotericism
within British neo-fascism.

The second half of the thesis focuses on reflections of fascism in specific British
musical subcultures. Chapter Four provides a broad overview of punk culture and the
significance of fascism within its initial outbreak in the mid-late 1970s. It also deals
in particular with the topic of race, in both the broader punk and post-punk landscape
of the 1970s and in relation to a specific incident involving former Smiths vocalist
Morrissey in the early 1990s. Chapter Five explores the industrial music pioneers
Throbbing Gristle and their attempts to use fascism and the Holocaust as part of a
distinct cultural critique. The final chapter of the thesis discusses another relatively
obscure music subculture: neo-folk. As in the preceding chapter, the focus i