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The rise of fascism in Europe during the
in te rwar  pe r iod  was  a  comp lex
phenomenon,  often  perceived  as  a
predominantly  male  affair.  However,  a
closer  examination  reveals  a  significant,
albeit  often  overlooked,  role  played  by
women.  This  art ic le  explores  the
multifaceted  participation  of  women  in
Britain's fascist movement between 1923
and  1945,  examining  their  motivations,
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roles,  and  the  unique  characteristics  of
what  some  historians  term  "feminine
fascism." We'll  delve into the ideologies
that attracted them, their  organizational
contributions, and their lasting impact on
the political landscape. Keywords that will
guide  our  exploration  include:  British
Union  of  Fascists  (BUF)  women,
women's  auxiliaries  in  fascism,
fascist  ideology  and  gender  roles,
female fascist propaganda, and post-
war legacy of female fascism.

The  Allure  of  Fascism:
Ideology  and  Women's
Participation
The appeal of fascism to women in Britain
wasn't  monolithic.  Several  factors
contributed  to  their  involvement.  For
some,  it  offered  a  pathway  to  political
engagement  in  a  society  that  often
restricted women's roles. The BUF, under
Oswald  Mosley's  leadership,  actively
recruited  women,  promising  them  a
platform  to  voice  their  concerns  and
participate in shaping national policy. This
was particularly attractive to women who
felt marginalized by mainstream political
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parties.  The  ideology  itself,  with  its
emphasis on national unity, social order,
and a strong leader, resonated with those
seeking a sense of purpose and stability
in a turbulent period marked by economic
hardship and social unrest. Many women
found solace in the promises of a return to
traditional values and a hierarchical social
structure  that,  they  believed,  would
restore  order  and  security.

###  Rejecting  Suffragette  Ideals:  A  New
Path to Power

It's  crucial  to  understand  that  many
women involved in the fascist movement
actively  rejected  the  earlier  suffragette
movement and its liberal feminist ideals.
They viewed those movements as having
failed to deliver on promises of genuine
equality and empowerment. Instead, they
embraced  fascist  ideology,  believing  it
provided  a  more  effective  means  to
achieve  national  regeneration  and,  in
their  view,  a  more  meaningful  role  for
women within the nation.

Women's  Roles  within
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the  Brit ish  Union  of
Fascists  (BUF)
Women were not mere passive supporters
within  the  BUF;  they  held  diverse  and
crucial  roles.  The  BUF's  organizational
structure  included  women’s  auxiliaries,
such as the Women's Section of the BUF,
allowing  them to  actively  participate  in
party activities. Their contributions ranged
from  organizing  rallies  and  distributing
p r o p a g a n d a  ( f e m a l e  f a s c i s t
propaganda  plays  a  significant  role  in
understanding their impact) to acting as
recruiters and fundraisers. They played a
significant role in the BUF's public image,
often portrayed in a way that appealed to
the  conventional  image  of  Brit ish
womanhood,  fostering  the  notion  of  a
respectable  and  family-or iented
movement.

###  Propaganda  and  Public  Image:
Shaping  Perceptions

Women  were  central  to  the  BUF's
propaganda  efforts.  Their  involvement  in
producing  and  disseminating  materials
contributed  significantly  to  the
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movement's public image. They organized
rallies,  distributed  leaflets,  and
participated  in  public  speaking  events,
effectively  reaching  a  broad  spectrum  of
the  British  population.  The  carefully
crafted image projected by these women
helped to soften the often-abrasive image
of  the  BUF,  making  it  appear  more
palatable to a wider audience.

The  Limitat ions  of
Women's  Participation:
Ideological
Contradictions
While  women  played  significant  roles
within  the  BUF,  their  participation  was
constrained by the inherent contradictions
of  fascist  ideology.  Although  seemingly
offering women greater political influence,
fascist  ideology  ultimately  reinforced
traditional gender roles,  confining women
primarily  to  roles  supporting  the  male
leadership.  While  women  participated
actively  in  the  BUF's  public  face,  they
were generally  excluded from the inner
circles of power and decision-making. This
highlights  the  complex  relationship
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between  women  and  fasc ism  –  a
participation  characterized  by  both
agency  and  constraint.

The  Post-War  Legacy:
Forgotten  Voices
After the war, the BUF's activities ceased,
and  the  role  of  women  within  the
movement  largely  faded  from  public
memory.  However,  understanding  their
contribution is vital to fully grasping the
complexity of British fascism. Their story
represents  a  significant,  though  often
overlooked,  chapter  in  the  history  of
British  political  activism,  illustrating  the
complex  interplay  of  gender,  ideology,
and political  participation in a period of
significant  social  and  political  upheaval.
The study of post-war legacy of female
fascism  helps to illustrate the enduring
impact  these  women  had  and  the
continued silence surrounding their lives.

Conclusion
The  involvement  of  women  in  Britain's
fascist  movement  between  1923  and
1945  offers  a  compelling  case  study  into
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the  multifaceted  nature  of  fascism and
the complex relationship between gender
and  political  ideology.  While  seemingly
offering  opportunities  for  political
empowerment,  the  reality  was  often  a
mixture  of  active  participation  and
constrained  agency.  Understanding  the
motivat ions,  roles,  and  ult imate
limitations of women's involvement allows
for a more nuanced understanding of the
British fascist  movement and its  lasting
legacy. Further research is needed to fully
uncover  the  stories  and  experiences  of
these  women  and  their  endur ing
contributions to the historical narrative.

FAQ
Q1: Were women's roles within the
BUF significantly different from those
in  other  fascist  movements  in
Europe?

A1:  While  similarities  existed  across
European fascist movements in terms of
women's  involvement  in  auxiliary  roles,
propaganda,  and  social  work,  nuances
existed. The BUF's emphasis on traditional
gender  roles,  for  example,  perhaps
differed  slightly  from  the  Italian  Fascist
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Party's  approach.  Further  comparative
research is  needed to  establish the full
extent  o f  these  s imi lar i t ies  and
differences.

Q2: Did women hold any positions of
significant power within the BUF?

A2: While women played crucial roles in
the BUF's public face and organizational
structure,  they  were  largely  excluded
from the highest levels of decision-making
and  leadership.  This  highlights  the
inherent limitations of their participation
within  a  fundamentally  patriarchal
structure.

Q3: What motivated women to join
the BUF?

A3:  Motivations  varied.  Some  sought
political engagement in a male-dominated
society, while others were drawn to the
promises of  national  unity,  social  order,
and  a  return  to  traditional  values.
Economic  hardship  and  the  perceived
failures of existing political systems also
played a role.

Q4:  How  effective  was  the  BUF's
propaganda  aimed  at  women?
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A4:  The  BUF's  propaganda  targeting
women was often successful in recruiting
new members and creating a sympathetic
public image. Their messaging played to
traditional British values and aspirations,
effectively  softening  the  hard-line  image
of  the  movement  itself.

Q5:  What  is  the  current  scholarly
consensus on the role of women in
the British fascist movement?

A5: While previously overlooked, the role
of women in the British fascist movement
is  increasingly  recognized  as  significant.
However, more research is needed to fully
understand their diverse experiences and
contributions.

Q6: How did the Second World War
affect  the  role  of  women  within  the
BUF?

A6:  The  outbreak  of  the  Second  World
War  significantly  weakened  the  BUF  and
ultimately  led  to  its  demise.  This,
consequently,  ended  women's  active
participation  within  the  organization.

Q7:  Are  there  any  primary  sources
available  to  learn  more  about  the
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experiences of women in the BUF?

A7:  Primary  sources,  including  personal
letters,  diaries,  and  organizational
records,  are  becoming  increasingly
available,  though  more  research  is
needed to locate and fully interpret them.
Archival research is crucial to unlocking a
fuller picture of women's involvement.

Q8: What are the future implications
of studying the role of women in the
British fascist movement?

A8: Studying the experiences of women
within  the  BUF  offers  valuable  insights
into  the  complexities  of  fascism,  the
interplay of gender and politics, and the
enduring  importance  of  understanding
marginal ized  voices  in  historical
narratives. This research can contribute to
a more comprehensive understanding of
historical  political  movements  and  their
lasting impacts.

The Enigma of the Skirt
and  the  Swastika:



Feminine Fascism Women In Britains Fascist
Movement 1923 45

Feminine Fascism Women In Britains Fascist Movement 1923 45
11

Women  in  Br itain 's
Fascist  Movement
(1923-1945)
The  history  of  British  fascism  is  often
presented as a predominantly male affair,
populated by men in crisp suits making
fiery  speeches  to  equally  attired
audiences.  However,  this  representation
is  incomplete,  neglecting  a  substantial
participation of women whose actions to
the  movement  were  different  and,  at
times,  surprisingly  complex.  This  article
examines the intriguing phenomenon of
"feminine  fascism"  in  Britain  between
1923  and  1945 ,  d i s sec t i ng  the
motivations,  roles,  and  legacy  of  these
underappreciated actors.

The British fascist movement, fragmented
and rarely achieving the similar levels of
influence  as  its  continental  equivalents,
nevertheless enticed a noticeable number
of  women.  These  women  came  from
diverse  backgrounds  –  from  poor
homemakers to middle-class professionals
–  joined  by  a  spectrum of  motivations.
Some were pulled by the allure of civic
renewal,  wanting  a  answer  to  the
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economic  issues of  the interwar  period.
Others located a sense of community and
meaning within the organized ranks of the
fascist  associations.  Still  others  were
swayed  by  magnetic  leaders  who
resonated  to  their  dreams.

The  roles  women  fulfilled  within  the
movement  were  manifold.  Some  were
active  in  publicity,  distributing  leaflets,
arranging  rallies,  and  taking  part  in
outdoor  protests.  Others  functioned  as
clerical  staff,  managing  the  day-to-day
activities  of  the  associations.  A  smaller
but  st i l l  important  quantity  were
participating in more immediate forms of
political  action,  engaging  in  violent
confrontations or participating in actions
of sabotage.

The belief system of British fascism, while
taking  heavily  from Italian  and  German
examples,  also  integrated  a  distinctly
British tone. This often included a strong
emphasis  on  the  role  of  women in  the
family and the nation. Propaganda often
portrayed  women  as  essential  to  the
welfare of the nation, tasked for bringing
up  strong  children  and  preserving  the
ethical  structure  of  society.  This  story,
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while  apparently  harmless,  served  to
reinforce  traditional  gender  roles  and
confine women's involvement in social life
beyond  the  confines  of  their  household
sphere.

Examining the  experiences  of  individual
women  involved  in  the  British  fascist
movement  demonstrates  a  complicated
portrait. Some were loyal believers in the
ideology,  while  others  were  somewhat
utilitarian,  pursuing  personal  gain  or  a
sense  of  community.  Their  narratives
reveal  the  diversity  of  motivations  and
experiences  within  the  movement,
challenging  the  simplistic  notion  of  a
unified  and  homogeneous  female  fascist
constituency.

The fall of British fascism after World War
II  substantially  ended  the  organized
political participation of women within the
movement.  However,  their  narratives,
often  overlooked,  persist  to  offer  a
fascinating and crucial  viewpoint on the
intricacy of British fascism and the varied
ways  in  which  women  engaged  with
radical ideologies.

Understanding this aspect of British past
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is  not  just  an  scholarly  exercise;  it's
crucial to a thorough grasp of the forces
that  formed  British  society  in  the  20th
centu ry  and  to  p revent  s im i l a r
phenomena from emerging in the future.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: Why did women join the British
fascist movement?

A1:  Motivations  were  diverse.  Some
sought  social  order  and  a  perceived
solution  to  economic  hardship.  Others
found  community  and  purpose.  Some
were drawn to charismatic leaders, while
others  might  have  sought  personal
advancement.

Q2: What roles did women play in the
British fascist movement?

A2:  Roles  ranged  from  propaganda
distribution  and  rally  organization  to
administrative  support  and,  in  some
cases,  direct  action  and  violence.  Their
contributions were varied and essential to
the functioning of the movement.

Q3: How did British fascist ideology
portray women?
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A3:  British  fascism  often  emphasized
women's  roles  in  the home and family,
portraying  them  as  vital  for  national
health and morality. This narrative, while
seemingly  benign,  reinforced  traditional
gender roles and limited women's public
participation.

Q4:  What  is  the  significance  of
studying  women's  involvement  in
British  fascism?

A4:  It  provides  a  more  complete  and
nuanced understanding of the movement
itself and the broader social and political
context.  Ignoring women's  roles  distorts
our comprehension of this critical period
of British history and the factors driving
such ideologies.
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