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THOMAS LINEHAN

“A Dangerous Piece of Celluloid”?
British Fascists and the Hollywood Movie

The fascist political project in inter-war Britain was permeated by cultural concerns.

British fascism, particularly in its more mature “palingenetic” variants, such as Oswald

Mosley’s British Union of Fascist’s (BUF), was a movement that aimed at the cultural as

well as the political and economic transformation of the nation.1 According to one of

Mosley’s senior lieutenants, Alexander Raven-Thomson, fascism was “a new and

revolutionary creed of national and cultural regeneration.” This parallel cultural mission

would give shape and coherence to many of British fascism’s more general ideological

preoccupations and perceptions concerning national regeneration. This article will

illuminate the fascists’ cultural agenda by focusing on a cultural form that occupied a

prime place in the fascist mental universe during the years between the two World Wars:

the Hollywood motion picture. In particular, the article will consider the ways in which

Britain’s fascists perceived and reacted to this key icon of the new “mass culture”

industry and one of the foremost cultural novelties emanating from the United States

during these years. The following analysis will thus examine the influence of a key

segment of modern American culture on the British fascist mind. It is the premise of this
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article that British fascists harboured an ambivalent attitude to American cinema. The

Hollywood movie was thus represented in a variety of ways by fascist writers, as a

symptom of encroaching decadence, for example, or, more benignly, as a model of

cinematic and technical excellence.

Many native fascists feared the cultural fall-out from this portentous trans-

national cultural movement and imagined the wholesale “Americanisation” of British

culture. They deplored the American motion picture, its thematic content, its perceived

ideological message, and its significance for the national culture, British identity, and

even the native English language. Hence the conviction of one of the BUF’s leading

personalities and most strident cultural commentators, A. K. Chesterton, that Samuel

Goldwyn was “symbolically Lord of the English scene.” Chesterton went on to berate the

Britons who spurn Shakespeare yet “swallow the soporifics of the culture dope-pedlers

[sic] or welcome the degrading aphrodisiacs which they sell.”2 Another Mosleyite

remarked on the glut of American films showing in British cinemas, “which are no

encouragement to national pride.”3 Another follower of Mosley complained that Metro-

Goldwyn film products, wherein British men and women were “being taught to

sentimentalise over foreign dope that is totally unlike the life we live,” had displaced the

“whole-hearted entertainment of English plays and variety.”4

For many of Britain’s fascists, the Hollywood movie was a key prop of the mass

culture industry, its quintessential expression. Fascists, as with other cultural elitists of

this ilk writing between the wars, such as Clive Bell, T. S. Eliot, F. R. Leavis, John

Cowper Powys and Aldous Huxley, expressed disquiet about the onset of an apparently

all-consuming “philistine” mass culture. Powerful trends in modern life, which included
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fascists could be just as dismissive. “Authentic” culture, according to the fascist mind,

should be expressive of humankind’s aspiration to achieve noble ends in the struggle that

is life. In other words, the goal of art and culture was to inspire and elevate the human

soul. Culture should affirm supposedly eternal verities, too; truths which were thought to

be universal and in tune with life’s higher aspirations. In the opinion of the fascists, such

elevated themes were simply not in evidence in American feature films. The offerings of

the escapist “dream palaces” of the Hollywood mass-culture industry, the wearisome

round of trite love stories and sensationalistic melodramas, lacked the ability to inspire

and uplift the human spirit. One BUF member referred to “the 99 per cent of gangster,

prostitute, and idiot films” showing in Britain’s cinemas, while a columnist writing for

the far Right journal The New Pioneer in 1939, complained about “all the slush imported

into our cinemas from Hollywood” during that year.9 In a similar vein, a BUF film

reviewer considered the standard Hollywood plot to be “incredibly naïve.” Reviewing

two Hollywood adventure features, he found the usual stock of “tough cowboys and

bouncing young women, hold-ups and bank robberies” and “marches through trackless

forests, where pools are so crowded with alligators that the intrepid marchers walk over

their backs to the other side.”10 Pronouncing on another American adventure film, the

same writer poured scorn on the Hollywood “mass production plot” which apparently

disfigured this particular movie.11 The American motion picture industry, to its fascist

detractors, debased culture by simplifying reality in this manner. The celluloid images

disseminated by the Hollywood ‘dream factory’ were perceived to be hollow, bogus and

duplicitous, symptomatic of the artificial, “synthetic” culture that was part of an
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and it was to regenerate youth, a task upon which “may well depend the moral and

physical culture of our race,” declared James Rudd.15 Evidently, Mosleyite fascism had

set its face against the destiny of the decline of Europe’s “Faustian” culture prophesied by

Oswald Spengler in The Decline of the West (1918, 1922), a pessimistic and fatalistic

tome which had exerted much influence on the BUF’s imagination. In proclaiming that

fascism would beget the rebirth of Faustian Europe and its transition to a higher plane of

existence, however, the BUF recognised that the struggle would be long and hard.

Mosley and his followers recognised, too, that the terrain of aesthetic culture would be

the site on which many of the key battles against the scourge of domestic decadence

would be fought.

Britain’s fascists were convinced that great nations and empires passed away as a

result of domestic decadence.  A British Fascisti member, writing in 1926 claimed that it

was the destructive power of internal “immoralities” which brought Rome, Egypt,

Carthage and Greece to heel, rather than the power of external foes.16 The onset of

“immorality” terrified the fascists, and to many of them the cinema was heavily

implicated in spawning it. Films, declared a Mosley follower, which along with

contemporary theatre and novels “pervert and distract” Britain’s youth with their “sordid

entertainments,” are “now used to destroy our moral conception of social order.”17 The

Hollywood film, therefore, would provide some British fascists with an anti-phenomenon

to juxtapose with their own moral paradigm.

In the same vein, palingenetic fascists accused American film of being

excessively “sex-conscious” which, for them, served to encourage the seemingly ever-

increasing tendency towards sexually promiscuous behaviour and “unnatural” vice in the
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