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INTRODUCTION

At the 2010 general election, one party proposed to deport all illegal immigrants, increase voluntary repatriation, end the ‘asylum swindle’ and resist the ‘Islamic colonization’ of Britain.

Warning that ‘indigenous British people’ were set to become a minority, it announced it would ban foreigners from receiving benefits, challenge ‘far leftist social engineering projects’ that promote equality and revive local democracy by axing diversity schemes. The rest of the world, as far as it was concerned, could go to hell: it would reallocate the overseas aid budget to the NHS and cut spending on climate change.

That was the British National Party – fascists whose leader boasted a conviction for incitement to racial hatred and who were motivated by white supremacism and antisemitic conspiracy theory. Its brief presence on the electoral map shocked Britain’s political class and its ideas were rejected by the vast majority of voters. In 2010, the BNP received just 1.9 per cent of the vote.

A decade and a half later, every single one of the above proposals has gone mainstream and racist rhetoric is being laundered as reasonable debate. Our politics is being disfigured by claims that ‘white British’ people are facing an existential threat, and that the UK is on its way to becoming an ‘island of strangers’. We are told that such establishment figures as the Southampton-born, Winchester-educated Rishi Sunak – a recent Conservative prime minister, no less – can no longer be considered English, on account of their family background. There are noisy proposals for the ‘mass deportation of Pakistanis from Britain’, to create a British version of Donald Trump’s armed and armoured ICE street thugs, and to revoke the legal status of tens of thousands of immigrants who have made their lives here. There is a concerted effort to import the American far right’s culture war into our libraries, schools and communities.

Most shocking of all, many of these calls are coming from within the UK’s traditional governing elite. Katie Lam, a contender for whatever is left of the Conservative Party after Kemi Badenoch, has called for large numbers of legally settled families to be deported to ensure ‘cultural cohesion’, a policy that Enoch Powell might have found a touch extreme. (Powell, in his 1968 ‘rivers of blood’ speech, only called for ‘generous assistance’ to encourage workers from Britain’s former colonies to leave the UK.) Robert Jenrick, an ambitious former Tory minister, complains of not seeing ‘another white face’ in a historically multi-ethnic neighbourhood of Birmingham.

It goes well beyond the Conservative Party. Establishment newspapers, the august institutions of the British centre right, are only too happy to provide a platform for such views. (The former Conservative MP Douglas Cars-well – he who called for mass deportation of British Pakistanis – is a columnist for the Daily Telegraph. Only a few days before this outburst he had written a piece suggesting we abolish our independent judiciary in order to deport more immigrants.) Meanwhile, the Labour government seems caught between meekly challenging this extremism and trying to meet it halfway, with hardline immigration policies and questionable rhetoric. As one Labour MP puts it: ‘Deport. Deport. Deport.’

We all know what the immediate trigger for this is. Reform UK, a far-right populist party, has been leading the polls. On the streets, outbursts of violence, intimidation and calls for civil conflict are becoming more frequent. And although much of this has focused on Westminster and England, it touches every part of the UK. September 2025 saw the largest far-right street rally in British history, under the banner ‘Unite the Kingdom’.

Like the proverbial boiling frog that sits in water as it slowly heats up, rather than jump to safety, we have allowed something incredibly dangerous to creep up on us. Yet our political class seems at best indifferent, and at worst to welcome it.

How did we get here?

*

This short book aims to give you a clear, concise answer to that question – and to help you think about an answer to a second, important one, which is what we can do in response. As a journalist, I have been writing about far-right politics in the UK and beyond since the late 2000s. The main lesson I’ve taken from the experience is that you can’t understand the far right without also looking at the failures in mainstream politics that have allowed it to grow.

Firstly, I want to look at the most obvious part of this story: the far right itself. I will show how what’s happening in Britain right now is just the local version of an international phenomenon. I look at what far-right movements around the world have in common, and what the common underlying causes might be. I’ll also show you how today’s far right has echoes of a previous era – the fascism of the twentieth century – but that it’s something new, which must be understood on its own terms. This ‘something new’ is a menace, but it is chaotic and contradictory, and can be challenged.

How and why did the British establishment – by which I mean the individuals and institutions that run the country and shape our political conversation – help create fertile ground for the far right? When faced with a mess largely of its own making, the establishment then responded in ways that have made everything much worse. It is a bleak picture. But throughout the book, I will try to show you how none of this was inevitable, and how even now, politicians could be making better decisions.

Before we go any further, let’s pause so that I can explain what I mean by ‘far right’. It’s a hotly contested term, and one that people would rarely if ever use to describe their own politics. Reform UK certainly doesn’t like being called far right. Neither does Tommy Robinson. (Neither, for that matter, did the BNP.) They don’t like it because it has a historical resonance that puts many people off. But it’s an accurate description.

We often treat ‘far right’ as synonymous with ‘fascist’, ‘Nazi’ or ‘violent racist thug’. It may well mean those things, but it’s also something broader. Cas Mudde, a political scientist who is one of the world’s leading experts on this subject, defines the far right as a collection of right-wing nationalist movements that are hostile to our liberal democratic political system. Mudde divides the far right into two parts. One is the extreme right, which rejects the essence of democracy. That would include fascism, which replaces democracy with dictatorship, as well as groups and individuals that rely on violence and intimidation to advance their cause.

The other is the radical right, which accepts the essence of democracy but opposes fundamental elements of our current system. Liberal democracy combines representative government – voting – with a set of checks and balances intended to protect individual freedom as well as the freedom of minority groups. Independent courts, constitutional and human rights laws, free and fair elections and a free media are all examples of those checks and balances. But the radical right attacks these things, accusing them of standing in the way of its version of democracy – which is essentially that so long as the radical right wins an election, it should be able to do whatever it wants in power.

In our time, the dominant form of far-right politics has come from the radical right, through parties using a political style known as populism. That’s another contested term, but populism, simply put, is an approach to politics where a party or individual claims to be the only true representative of the people, in opposition to an elite that is either corrupt or out of touch. It’s neither inherently left wing or right wing, and sometimes populists have a point. We do have elites, and they can be corrupt or out of touch. But populism is often a way of asking voters for permission to make drastic changes to society – so the nature of those changes matters hugely.

What I’d like to show you in this book is how far-right populism – for which Reform UK is our local standard-bearer – aims to make the sort of changes that threaten our freedom. What’s more, the longer we fail to properly challenge it, the greater the risk we run of something even more extreme following in its wake.

*

Perhaps you’re feeling baffled by the UK’s political turmoil and just want a decent account of how we got from A to B. Perhaps you’re horrified by the spread of far-right politics and want to do something about it, but don’t know where to begin. Perhaps you quite like the sound of what Reform UK has to offer, or think that Nigel Farage has a point, but want to hear the other side of the argument.

I’ve spent over fifteen years writing about far-right politics. I started off as a journalist at the New Statesman, a political magazine largely focused on Westminster, at a time when the BNP was winning seats in local government in parts of England. So I went and visited those places to report on what was happening.

The story interested me for two reasons: one was that I felt Westminster politics seemed incredibly detached from the parts of Britain I knew well. I grew up half in London and half in a part of the East Midlands where the BNP were also winning votes. The media had a tendency to talk about London and what’s now often called the ‘red wall’ – England’s lost industrial heartlands where voters have all supposedly switched, sheep-like, from Labour to far-right populism – as if they were totally alien to one another.

These places are different. But they’re not that different. They are both home to extremes of wealth and poverty, they both have a mix of cultures and histories and they are both shaped by the same political system. Going to towns where the BNP was doing well and asking people why was a way to explore some of the things I felt the Westminster-focused media was missing. (This, by the way, is why you won’t see the term ‘red wall’ again in this book: I suspect you’re as sick as I am of seeing the places we know shoved into tiny, unrepresentative boxes for the sake of convenient political shorthand.)

The other reason is that like many other people of my generation, I grew up hearing about the impact that fascism had on my grandparents’ lives. My maternal grandmother was a refugee from Nazi Germany, while all four of my grandparents volunteered to support Britain’s war effort. Like others who grew up knowing that history, I’ve always wondered whether a similar politics could revive in our own lifetimes.

History rhymes, rather than repeats, but I was drawn to covering the far right even when it was a marginal, if disturbing, phenomenon because I could see something was stirring, even when many others couldn’t. (When I was writing a book on Britain’s far right in the early 2010s, an adviser to David Cameron told me: ‘What’s the point of that? You can find out everything you need about them from Wikipedia.’) I don’t take much pride in that – it’s not as if getting onto the story early helped stop things getting worse – but it has meant I’ve amassed a fair bit of useful knowledge.

Far-right politics in Britain thrives on the claim that the UK is profoundly divided and heading for disaster unless we take the drastic action it prescribes. In fact, that is not what is happening. Britain does have its divisions, in ways we shall explore. But they are not insurmountable – and they’re not necessarily the ones the far right likes to dwell on. Although discrimination persists, the UK is generally very comfortable being a multi-ethnic society. The vast majority of people (93 per cent, according to a poll carried out in 2020) reject the idea that you have to be white to be British, a spectacular turnaround from a generation or two previously.

But things can always go backwards. A central problem is that we have allowed a noisy, bullying minority inside and outside our political class to shout others down and make their views seem the majority. We can push back. But only if we choose to.

I’ll end here with a question for you: what sort of country do you want to live in?






CHAPTER ONE

FANATICS

i. Is this fascism?

Politics, before it is about anything else, is about emotion. We all base our judgements about the world – the state of the country we live in, for instance, and what we’d like to do about it – on a mix of rational calculation and instinct. But for these judgements to pool together and become collective, for them to be shaped into a political programme whose ideals are shared by millions of people, and for us to place our trust in leaders who promise to realize those goals, we really have to feel it.

What, then, might be the particular set of feelings evoked by the following?


The Britain that I love is being ripped apart by diversity, equality and inclusion.

Suella Braverman,

former home secretary, February 2026




It’s not just Britain that is being invaded, it’s not just Britain that is being raped. Every single Western nation faces the same problem: an orchestrated, organised invasion and replacement of European citizens is happening.

Tommy Robinson, far-right influencer,

September 2025




We need to … explain to young girls and women the biological reality of this crisis. Many women in Britain are having children much too late in life.

Matthew Goodwin, media personality,

November 2024




Britain is lurching towards civil war, and nobody knows how to stop it.

Daily Telegraph, April 2025




This is now about the future of Western civilization. Do we believe in a Judeo-Christian culture? Do we believe that the family is a unit for good? Do we believe in free speech? … This is how high the stakes are.

Nigel Farage, founder of Reform UK,

September 2022




A political revolution is under way in Britain!

Britain is turning against the establishment.

GB News, September 2025




Mass deportation now. Set fire to all the fucking hotels full of the bastards for all I care. While you’re at it, take the treacherous government and politicians with them … If that makes me racist, so be it.

Lucy Connolly,

childminder from Northampton, July 2024



Look around, and you will see versions of these feelings, expressed with varying degrees of strength, wherever the far right is present. A sense of impending doom, of humiliation, of victimhood and decline. A sense that there needs to be an insurrection, perhaps even a violent one, to defend a beleaguered majority. A confusion between whether what’s required is a ‘revolution’ or the restoration of an old order. Far-right figureheads encourage these feelings – some openly, others with a nudge and a wink. At other times, it seems as if they bubble up from below.

If you have read up on the history of fascism, the murderous, reactionary mass movement that disfigured Europe in the mid-twentieth century, this might sound familiar. The historian Robert Paxton, one of the world’s leading experts on fascism, stressed how fascists relied heavily on an appeal to the emotions. Paxton called these ‘mobilising passions’. Among them were a sense of overwhelming crisis, a fear of the dominant group’s decline, a lust for purity and authority, and a glorification of violence. Others, too, have said similar, stressing that we are all susceptible to these passions. Fascism could return in ‘the most innocent of disguises’, thought the philosopher Umberto Eco, who grew up in Mussolini’s Italy. ‘Every age has its own fascism,’ wrote Primo Levi, who survived Auschwitz.

Today, as far-right populists prosper at the ballot box and extremists attract huge followings, a question hangs over us: is this fascism? There are certainly things that remind us of fascism, if we look abroad. The BJP, the party of India’s far-right prime minister Narendra Modi, has links with a paramilitary street movement, the RSS, which has been involved in anti-Muslim pogroms. What is America’s Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) if not a legalized mob, given weapons and uniforms and sent by the president to terrorize parts of his own country’s population? Does Britain’s far right, in its various guises, mark the return of fascism?

The short answer is no – with a but. We are not seeing a rerun of the twentieth century. Today’s far right has a life and momentum of its own, and must be seen as unique to our time. Recognizing that is essential if we are to understand its causes, its weaknesses and the specific way in which it poses a threat to our freedom.

Because it does pose a threat to our freedom. In its most extreme guises, it is openly violent. Even in its milder forms it will roll back the progress we have made towards equality and make our societies less democratic. In this chapter, I want to convince you that this goes for the far right in Britain as much as it does elsewhere. But if you’ll bear with me, I want to tease out the historical comparison just a little more, so you can see where it is useful and where it isn’t.

Fascism, in the historical sense, was produced by a specific set of conditions: the trauma of the First World War; and the instability, hunger and mass unemployment that trailed in its wake. It emerged amid societies that were scarred by violence, where there was a sense of national humiliation or betrayal, and where a growing workers’ movement threatened to wrest power from traditional governing elites. The conspiracy theory – the idea of a supernaturally powerful, shape-shifting threat to the nation – was central to fascism’s appeal.

Fascism promised national rebirth through the violent cleansing of enemies at home, and imperial conquest abroad, in return for abandoning democracy. Its base lay among the frustrated lower middle classes, but it rapidly gained cross-class support. As the German left-wing writer Clara Zetkin put it, fascism attracted support from ‘the politically homeless … the socially uprooted, the destitute and the disillusioned’. Its supporters were organized into parties with uniformed paramilitary wings. They operated in what Paxton called an ‘uneasy but effective collaboration’ with traditional governing elites, for whom fascism was a way to maintain order and crush the left. (Those elites were wrong: they saw fascism as their attack dog, but it ate them alive.)

That doesn’t sound much like a description of our own time. In the West, for instance, we have – at least until recently – lived through an unprecedented period of peace and prosperity. There is little organized left to speak of, at least not one that threatens revolution or even radical reform in the way communist and socialist movements did in the early twentieth century. Nor, despite much grumbling, is there any real appetite to do away with democracy. Indeed, today’s most prominent far-right movements make a lot of noise about their commitment to it: they are more democratic than their opponents, they contend.

Yet regardless of the differences, there is a crucial – and, I would argue, potentially deadly – overlap between the fascism of interwar Europe and today’s far right, which goes back to that question of emotion. Ultimately, the two movements share the same underlying exhortation: purify your community. They tell their supporters that pride, security and success are to be ensured by attacking the enemies of the nation. They claim those enemies are being enabled by elite conspiracies. They promise radical change that will reinforce the social order, rather than tear it down and rebuild it more equitably.

This is an impossible promise. As Paxton tells us, for the fascists of twentieth-century Europe it either led to entropy – a movement failing to deliver and collapsing – or to increasing radicalization. In Germany and Italy in particular, fascist leaders raced to keep up with the expectations of their followers, making it up as they went along and initiating a spiral of violence that led to war, genocide and, ultimately, the destruction of the very people who had put their faith in them.

Today, the far right is once again making a version of that impossible promise. Like their political forebears, its figureheads are not fully in control of the forces they seek to unleash. That is why they are so dangerous – but it is also why they can be stopped.

ii. Why the world has moved rightwards

Since the mid-2010s, far-right populists have won national elections in places as varied as India, the Philippines, Poland, Hungary, Italy, the US, Brazil and Argentina, among others. In many European parliaments they have a significant foothold, poised in some cases to form the likely next government. In the last few years, rising energy costs and food prices have given far-right populists a further boost, as voters grow frustrated with their governments.

Yet at the start of the 2010s, these movements were almost all on the margins of politics. So what changed?

In the West, the answer given is often immigration. In the past few decades, immigration to wealthy countries has been growing, and far-right populists in western Europe and North America usually make anti-immigration politics a central part of their platform. But they have also prospered in places where immigration has barely featured in campaigning: in 2015, Poland’s far-right Law and Justice Party won parliamentary elections when it was mainly a country of emigration. Rodrigo Duterte, the far-right populist former leader of the Philippines, ran on a promise to tackle drug addiction in urban areas.

This tells us that before we get to the specific causes of far-right populism in our part of the world, we need to look at what’s going on more widely. What the places mentioned above all share is a political system – liberal democracy – and an economic one: capitalism. It is an awkward combination. Liberal democracies promise equal rights for all, but capitalism is necessarily an unequal system, in that to stay alive the vast majority of us must work to produce profits for our employers. We do not receive an equal share of those profits; instead, we are promised better standards of living. We choose, by voting, between the different options for achieving this goal: by redistributing wealth through the tax system, for instance, or by encouraging banks to loan money to people who want to set up their own businesses, or by keeping taxes low and relying on the generosity of wealthy philanthropists.

Since the 1990s, the world has pursued an especially unrestrained form of capitalism. It has brought great benefits: millions of people have been lifted out of poverty. But it has also brought much greater inequality. India, for instance, is one of the fastest-growing economies in the world, but also one of the most unequal countries, where the top 10 per cent of the population holds 65 per cent of the national wealth. Even when times are good, inequality can breed frustration and resentment among people who feel they’re not getting a fair share of the wealth. Narendra Modi, for instance, is popular among India’s Hindu middle classes partly because he promises to send more prosperity their way.

When times are bad, the problems stack up. In our era, particularly in the West, the 2008 global financial crisis casts a long shadow over our politics. As we shall see in the next chapter, the crisis – and the British government’s response to it – has had a profound effect on the UK’s political culture, all the way into the 2020s.

Why should that be? Every so often, capitalism’s ability to generate profits falters to such an extent that it causes a crisis. Established governing elites struggle to find a way to revive the economy, while sections of the public grow increasingly unhappy and start to explore more radical political alternatives. These alternatives come from the left and the right. But in times of prolonged crisis, right-wing nationalism seems appealing to many people. One study of elections in Europe between 1870 and 2014 suggests that voters have tended to respond to financial crises by moving to the right, with the far right benefiting the most. Sections of the governing elite may be tempted to latch onto these right-wing solutions, as a way to shore up their position, or to push through economic reforms they know would be unpopular were they not clothed in patriotic garb.

In the late nineteenth century, for instance, an economic depression encouraged European powers to accelerate colonization, seizing natural resources and securing new captive markets for their exports. They built support at home for this endeavour with racist, jingoist propaganda, and kickstarted a process of inter-imperial rivalry that ultimately led to the First World War. That war, as we have seen, was followed by yet another period of crisis, which gave birth to fascism.

After 1945, governments in the West established a new way of managing capitalism: social democracy, as it was called in Europe, involved states using taxes to provide comprehensive public services and welfare and taking an active role in the economy – for example, by nationalizing key industries. This, too, fell into crisis in the 1970s, when the West was hit by inflation and economic stagnation. Again, the resolution came via right-wing nationalism – albeit from within the mainstream. In the UK and the US respectively, Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan promised national revival through a combination of radical economic reforms and authoritarian posturing. Their way of doing things is what came apart in 2008 – but it has had a strange, zombie-like afterlife.

Today, it is nearly two decades since a housing bubble in the US burst, rippling through the global banking system and causing it to almost collapse. But the effects of the financial crisis were particularly long-lasting in the West. North America and Europe experienced a severe recession, followed by a painfully slow recovery. In the UK, the economy shrank by more than 6 per cent between 2008 and 2009. It took five years to grow back and the value of wages – how much we can buy with the money we earn – has essentially never recovered.

In situations like this, people are understandably angry. That anger does not automatically lead to far-right politics. Just think, for instance, how many protest movements emerged in the years following the financial crisis, and how varied their demands were: the Occupy protests in the US and UK, which targeted the banking system itself; the anti-austerity movements of southern Europe; uprisings for greater democracy in the Middle East, Russia and Ukraine; mass protests against corruption and the cost of living in Brazil; Black Lives Matter and its demand for racial equality. According to one survey, mass protests rose 36 per cent globally between 2008 and 2019.

Yet most of these movements failed to achieve their stated goals. Increasingly, far-right populism – which presents itself as an alternative to the old, established elites – is what we have ended up with. So what do the far-right populists have to offer that others don’t?

iii. What are far-right populists selling?

The political theorist Richard Seymour has a name for what far-right populists offer voters: ‘disaster nationalism’. It has a surface-level component, which is largely economic – and a deeper, more powerful appeal, which is emotional.

On the surface, far-right populists promise national revival by taking bold, perhaps even law-breaking, measures on the economy. Argentina’s president Javier Milei poses on stage with a chainsaw, to symbolize how he will slash away at wasteful state spending. Donald Trump’s tariff regime will make Americans feel like winners again. Yet the actual economic benefits of far-right populism are far from clear. In 2024, Trump promised Americans cheaper groceries if they voted for him. It hasn’t happened yet. Italy’s prime minister Giorgia Meloni has boosted employment, but most new jobs are part-time or low paid. In Brazil, under Jair Bolsonaro, average incomes actually fell.

On the face of it, the economic measures offered by far-right populism seem mild in comparison with, say, twentieth-century fascism, which promised to transcend class divisions and bring nation, state and leader together in a single body – the ‘corporate state’, as Mussolini called it. But Seymour suggests the true payoff is psychological: disaster nationalism says that in order to feel like a winner, someone else has to lose, and lose badly. As he puts it, far-right populists treat the economy as ‘a moral space in which it is argued the wrong people have been losing’.

Without exception, far-right populists promise to punish certain groups of people on behalf of the majority, in order to make the latter feel like winners again.
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