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			Preface

			Five minutes to midnight

			‘I think there’s something beautiful about being British and what I see happening here is a destruction of Britain, initially a slow erosion but rapidly increasing erosion of Britain with massive uncontrolled migration,’ Elon Musk told Tommy Robinson’s ‘Unite the Kingdom’ demonstration, held in central London in September 2025.

			Speaking by video link, he later added: ‘Whether you choose violence or not, violence is coming to you. You either fight back or you die. That’s the truth, I think.’1

			‘Elon, today the British public is telling the world they are ready to fight back,’ Tommy Robinson, whose real name is Stephen Yaxley-Lennon, responded jubilantly.

			Listening to Robinson’s interview with Musk were hundreds of thousands of people in what was, by quite some distance, the largest far right demonstration ever to take place in the UK. Whether seasoned activists or first-timers, most of those in the crowd were united in their view that the country was in deep decline and immigration was changing the country for the worse. Speaker after speaker dismissed multiculturalism as a ‘failed experiment’, denounced Islam as a supremacist religion and demanded that Muslims be expelled from Europe. Some even pushed the Great Replacement conspiracy theory, that immigration is part of a plot by a global elite to dilute the white race.

			One of the most extreme speeches was delivered by Valentina Gomez, a Texas-based Republican political hopeful, who told the crowd: ‘You have nothing else to lose. But there is still hope. You are still the majority, so you either fight for this nation or you let all of these rapist Muslims and corrupt politicians take over.

			‘It’s either now or never. For if these rapist Muslims take over, they will not only rape your women, they will behead your sons just like they did on 7 October in Israel.’2

			The political situation in the UK has deteriorated since this book was first published in autumn 2025. Reform UK continues to lead the polls, buoyed in no small part by a string of defections from the Conservative Party. It now has more members than any other political party and looks set to do extremely well in the forthcoming 2026 local elections, where it is likely to take control of several more councils, come second in the Welsh Senedd elections and possibly in the Scottish elections too.

			The summer was marked by yet more anti-immigrant protests, first outside hotels housing asylum seekers and then with the so-called ‘Raise the Colours’ campaign, that saw St George’s and Union flags hung from lampposts up and down the country as a sign of patriotism, with an implicit challenge to political opponents and councils to dare take them down. Many people, especially those from minority communities, viewed them as blatant intimidation. The flag protests were the brainchild of some key Tommy Robinson supporters from the West Midlands, including his long-time bodyguard Andy Saxon, real name Andrew Currien.

			An explosion of anti-immigration narratives and far-right agitation have further shifted the centre of political gravity. Under pressure to rival Tommy Robinson’s movement, and increasingly confident of its lead in the polls, Reform UK announced a hardening of its immigration policies in the autumn of 2025. Having dismissed the idea of enforced repatriation as impractical as recently as late 2024, Nigel Farage now announced plans to deport not only every asylum seeker but also those in the UK who had been granted indefinite leave to remain (ILR) and to force non-citizens to apply for visas, with high salary thresholds and no access to NHS services.3 Under its plans, Reform pledged to remove 600,000 people – in addition to the asylum seekers they intended to deport.

			Where Reform UK led, others followed. The Conservative Party quickly announced plans to remove 750,000 people4 and Labour mooted a Denmark-type immigration policy in a bid to deter migrants.5

			While each party sought to outbid each other on their harsh immigration policies, a report in The Times noted that economic growth would be lower than hoped because of the sharp reduction in immigrants coming into Britain to work in our key public services and financial sectors.6 As this book sets out, economic pessimism and social deprivation are key drivers in determining a negative attitude to immigration. It is ironic that a cynically muscular bidding war to spread anti-immigrant rhetoric has contributed to an acceleration of these very factors – a depressingly self-inflicted wound.

			As the Overton window (the range of policies or ideas acceptable to the mainstream population at any given time) shifts to the right not only does it move other parties in that same direction, but it opens up a new flank even further to the right of politics. With ever narrowing concepts of Britishness being promulgated by the far right, the very existence of our multicultural society is now under threat in a way that harks back to the 1970s. There is nothing particularly new about ethnonationalism, a form of nationalism which defines the nation by shared ethnic ancestry, culture and language rather than by civic citizenship or, as it is better known, civic nationalism. As the likes of former Reform turned independent MP Rupert Lowe and anti-migrant activist Steve Laws pursue an ethnonationalist agenda with growing support amongst some sections of the British right, the whole tenor of the political debate has been further soured. It is therefore unsurprising that many black and brown people in Britain feel scared and uncertain about their future.

			Their fear has been compounded by the lack of leadership from our political class. When racists drove migrants from their homes in Ballymena, in Northern Ireland, over the summer, not one mainstream British politician uttered a word of condemnation. In response to Tommy Robinson’s Unite the Kingdom march, Labour minister Peter Kyle told the BBC that he was not ‘disturbed’ by the size of the rally, which was a ‘klaxon call to us in public life to redouble our efforts to address the big concerns that people right across the country have, and immigration is a big concern.’7

			Frustrated by this total lack of public opposition to the growing tide of division and hate, I wrote to the prime minister urging him to become more involved.

			‘Hate breeds when those in power are silent,’ I wrote. ‘I implore you and other ministers to speak out urgently in defence of our migrant communities and our multicultural society more generally. It is imperative we all push back against the onslaught of racism we currently face because silence will only encourage our opponents more.’8

			The international political situation has worsened too. For many, President Trump seems to be increasingly acting like a dictator, subverting democracy at home and pursuing a new age of colonialist expansionism abroad. Israel’s Benjamin Netanyahu remains firmly in power, Javier Milei solidified power in the Argentinian mid-term elections and, if polls continue as they are, we could well be looking at France electing a far right president in 2027.

			Not only is the far right in the UK emboldened by the right-wing shift across the world – they are being actively supported by right-wingers abroad too. In its 2025 National Security Strategy, published in December 2025, the Trump administration set out a more confrontational stance towards Europe, building on, and cementing into policy, JD Vance’s February 2025 speech at the Munich Security Conference, which I write about in this book.9 The document took aim at Western liberalism and inferred a policy to actively support anti-immigration movements and parties – a truly frightening prospect.

			As the respected Dutch political scientist Cas Mudde noted, ‘Trump’s new national security strategy seeks to destroy liberal democracy as we know it.’10

			Claiming that the document could have been lifted from a speech from the Hungarian leader Victor Orbán, Mudde added: ‘The whole section on Europe is steeped in decades of European far-right ideology and propaganda. The EU and migration policies are held responsible for “transforming the continent and creating strife, censorship of free speech and suppression of political opposition, cratering birthrates, and loss of national identities and self-confidence.”’

			The approaching conflict was clearly on Elon Musk’s mind before he took centre stage at Tommy Robinson’s Unite the Kingdom rally. Earlier that morning he had posted on X: ‘Either we fight back or they will kill us.’11

			It’s a theme Elon Musk has repeatedly advanced on X and more often than not in reference to the UK. In this book I explain how Musk had posted ‘Civil war is inevitable’ in response to a post about the UK riots that were taking place at that time. His post was seen 10 million times and liked by 33,000 people.12

			In late October 2025, an Afghan national was arrested following a stabbing spree in Midhurst Gardens, Uxbridge. This, predictably, sparked a wave of anger and threats of retribution by many on social media.

			‘You can smell the anger across the UK tonight. Decent people have had enough’, wrote one person on X.13

			Jumping into the debate was Gad Saad, a Canada-based professor of marketing: ‘There will be civil war,’ he replied.14

			Elon Musk affirmed this with ‘Civil war in Britain is inevitable,’ Musk replied. ‘Just a question of when.’15 This post gained 58 million views and an astonishing 292,000 ‘likes’ and another 42,000 re-posts. Replying to a post asking if the UK was close to civil war, the world’s richest man wrote: ‘Civil war already began quietly several years ago, but only the other side was fighting.’16

			In my chapter ‘Living Well … Together’, I explore the belief on the right that civil war is imminent, having grown from a fringe idea espoused by a small group of anti-Muslim activists 20 years ago. Even I’m shocked at how much this idea has taken hold in the previous two years.

			In January 2026, I polled the civil war question. In a survey of 8,000 people, 35 per cent said they had read, watched or listened to someone about the possibility of a civil war breaking out in Britain. Over half (54 per cent) of those who voted Reform in the 2024 General Election said that they had heard something about this, as had 59 per cent of people who liked Tommy Robinson. When it came to whether people thought a civil war would happen in the UK in the next five years, whether that be a ‘serious conflict between communities or against the British state’, 8.3 per cent of the 8,000 respondents thought it was ‘very likely’, with a further 22.9 per cent thinking it was ‘quite likely’.17 Almost 70 per cent of Tommy Robinson supporters think civil war is likely to happen.

			These figures are terrifying and only reinforce my view that the government, and indeed all mainstream political parties, need to focus more keenly on cohesion. It is a matter of great concern that the idea of civil war has become firmly lodged in the far-right mindset. Added to the increasingly confrontational approach of much of the far right, the fact that 60 per cent of those who ‘strongly like’ and 50 per cent of those who ‘tend to like’ Tommy Robinson believe that ‘in certain circumstances, violence can be necessary to defend something you strongly believe in,’ it is easy to see how this can all be a self-fulfilling prophecy.

			I believe that we are in very dangerous times. The sense among much of the far right that they are engaged in an existential battle for their very survival, coupled with the promotion of these sentiments by Elon Musk and Donald Trump, could very well signal real trouble ahead. When this book was first published, I complained about the absence of a cohesion strategy from the government. While that strategy – as I write this – has still not materialised, I now feel that the situation we are in demands a more radical response. Our national security is under threat. It is that serious.

			As you will read throughout this book, I strongly believe that in every threat there is an opportunity. However worrying the size of the Unite the Kingdom demonstration, and however broad its apparent appeal, it has caused a positive reaction. Coming as it did after weeks of increasingly aggressive protests outside hotels, highly inflammatory flag displays and the harassment of anti-racists and NGOs, it has prompted ordinary people to get organised.

			On the day after the Unite the Kingdom rally, I was contacted by the CEO of a major British charity asking if I would join a call with a few of his fellow leaders. They were all shocked by the size of the protest and wanted to know if there was anything they could do to help. A few days later, and on what was expected to be a call with half a dozen others, I was surprised to speak to a group of 47 CEOs, many representing some of Britain’s biggest charities. The end result of this conversation will be an initiative in May 2026, called ‘A Million Acts of Hope’ (MAOH).

			The MAOH week in mid-May 2026 will inspire, celebrate and amplify acts of hope and kindness to counter the hate that has become the signature of those who seek to divide us. Already supported by over 100 of Britain’s biggest charities and campaign groups, from Save the Children to the National Federation of Women’s Institutes, we hope to hold thousands of events around the country. From park litter-picks to food bank shifts, from campaigns to save local libraries to kids’ football coaching, and from groups advocating for better street lighting to those running community coffee mornings – acts of hope and kindness happen all the time. They are often stories left untold.

			MAOH will seek to mobilise the silent majority of Britons who do not want to see their communities ripped apart by division and hate. We can celebrate the 65 per cent of respondents in a huge 45,000-person poll that HOPE not hate carried out in September 2025 who thought their communities were ‘peaceful and friendly’ – as opposed to the 11 per cent who disagreed.18 And we can also take heart from the 79 per cent of people in the same poll who said they liked ‘mixing with people of other ethnicities, religions and backgrounds in my local area’ and the 67 per cent who thought the government should do more to improve community cohesion in some of most divided communities – as opposed to the 5 per cent who disagreed. These views are often not reflected on social media, or even in the mainstream media, but this is where the majority of people are and MAOH seeks to make their voices heard.

			I am confident that MAOH will be the largest civil society mobilisation since the Make Poverty History campaign. Just as importantly, I hope it will be a launch pad for ongoing positive work in our communities and the development of a network of ‘doers’ who will step up as and when problems arise in their communities.

			This book charts the constant battle between HOPE and hate that I have been engaged in for the past 30-plus years. It’s a struggle that has ebbed and flowed, but, overall, HOPE has always come out on top. Now we have to prepare ourselves for our biggest test yet. The political situation looks tough. In fact, it is by some distance the most frightening and dangerous that I have ever experienced. But I still believe, when push comes to shove, good will always triumph over evil. But this will only happen if we get organised, learn from past success and mistakes, and redouble our efforts.

			It is five minutes to midnight, but the future is all to play for. The struggle ahead will be hard, and not without its challenges, but let us never forget that the vast majority of British people are with us. HOPE can – and will – defeat hate.

		

		
			Prologue

			‘Police! Police!’

			Lee can’t remember if it was that shout or the heavy feet stomping up the stairs that first alerted him to the intruders in the house. It was shortly after 6 a.m., and he had been in a deep sleep. In what had become normal practice in COVID Britain, Lee had been up late on his computer.

			As his shocked parents looked on, horrified and bemused, he was ordered to get out of bed and throw some clothes on. Lee’s instinctive reaction was to reach for his phone, but he was ordered, in no uncertain terms, to put it down. Six burly officers in plain clothes and police-issue body armour manhandled him in handcuffs and made him wait while they searched his room before taking him downstairs into a waiting minivan. Lee’s mind was racing. He knew why the police were there, but he couldn’t quite understand how bad it was for him.

			‘I was fucking shitting it,’ he remembers, now deeply embarrassed. ‘I knew I was in deep shit.’

			He knew what he had been doing was wrong, but in that moment, as the car snaked slowly through London’s rush-hour traffic, he could not remember what specifically he had said and done to find himself in this position. He only knew he had been mixing in things that he shouldn’t. To make matters worse, it was his birthday. ‘What a way to mark the occasion,’ he thought.

			Lee was 16 years old, and he had just been arrested for allegedly disseminating terrorist material. He would be held for 11 hours, with officers taking it in turns to shout at him, before being released that evening into the custody of his waiting father.

			A few weeks before that fateful morning, Lee had reached out on Instagram to a man who claimed to lead a group called The British Hand. It was a nazi* group that wanted to go beyond talking.

			After swapping a handful of messages, Lee was told he would have to go through a vetting process, which turned out to be a few simple questions, like his name and why he wanted to join. From there, Lee was asked to download Telegram, a social messaging app widely used by far-right extremists, and join their group there. He had never heard of Telegram before but excitedly did so. Being in a secret group on an unknown app only increased the excitement for Lee. He was doing something special.

			Lee had no idea that the person he was swapping messages with was also just 15. ‘He seemed a lot older,’ he remembers. ‘I think during one chat he said he was 17 or something, but for me, at my age, that still seemed really old.’

			Within days, Lee was hooked. He would check the private Telegram group several times a day, reading messages that others had posted, occasionally posting himself. There were no more than 20 of them on the group, if that, but this just made it more attractive for the young Lee.

			Very quickly, the complaints about immigration, Muslims, the left and political correctness turned to discussions about violence and terrorism. ‘I am planning an attack against the Dover coast where every Muslim and refugee has been given safety if you’re interested tell me now,’ the group’s leader told the members.

			Another person on the group was 18-year-old Matthew Cronjager, from Essex. He posted that he wanted to shoot a former friend who had been boasting about sleeping with ‘white chicks’ and was trying to get hold of a 3D-printed gun or a sawn-off shotgun to kill his teenage target, whom he likened to a ‘cockroach’.

			Lee felt increasingly emboldened by these conversations, and it was not long before he too was joining in. He had always wanted to join the army, so when discussion turned to infiltrating the armed forces, he quickly volunteered to do it. From there, he told the group, he could give them weapons training.

			But then Lee went further. He had seen several references on the internet to the White Resistance Manual, an online white-supremacist terrorist handbook written by Axl Hess under the pseudonym Aquilifer in the late nineties or early noughties, which provided advice for making weapons and bombs, and explored the basic tactics of guerrilla warfare. Without a second thought, Lee found a copy online, downloaded it and then shared it in the British Hand group.

			Lee knew that merely possessing the handbook had caused others to be convicted, but not for a moment did he think the authorities would be interested in him. ‘Why would they be interested in us?’ he would later muse. ‘We were just a group of kids.’

			But at the same time, Lee understood and totally bought into the seriousness of it all. ‘I believed it all,’ he would later reflect. ‘I hated black people. I now hated Jews. I was willing to go all the way.’

			Lee’s radicalisation had been swift. Literally just a matter of weeks. The COVID lockdown had cut him off from any physical contact with his friends, and he began spending more and more time on the internet. ‘Literally, I was on it all the time,’ he recalled. ‘I would wake up and go on the computer and besides sleep I was on it all the time. I would not even leave the house, go into the garden, I just wouldn’t do anything else.’

			He even took his meals upstairs so he could eat while online.

			His internet usage was already probably more extensive than that of many of his friends when Britain went into lockdown in March 2020, but his shift in thinking and behaviour was still dramatic. Before lockdown, he had dipped in and out of 4chan, an online messaging forum that was increasingly used by extremists, but now he browsed at his leisure. He began following an account on Instagram called ‘Black Pilled’. ‘Red pilling’, a term derived from the film The Matrix (1999), was associated with an awakening to a previously hidden reality and was widely adopted by the far right during the 2000s. ‘Black pill’, however, was first coined by the incel blog Omega Virgin Revolt in 2016 and referred to the perceived futility of fighting against the feminist system. It was considerably more negative and aggressive. While Lee was not interested in the anti-feminist agenda and did not subscribe to the incel – or involuntary celibate, to give it its full name – movement, he increasingly loved the dark side of the page. It mocked, derided and humiliated people. Black people in particular.

			In Lee’s mind, the dark humour of Black Pilled was a sharp contrast to the seriousness and pomposity of the left. There was no lecturing and none of the continual doomsday predicting, whether it be over climate, democracy or war. It made politics fun, imaginative, engaging.

			The murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis by a US police officer on 25 May 2020 was a key turning point in Lee’s political development. Up until that point, Lee’s core friendship group had been split 50/50 between boys and girls, but Black Lives Matter (BLM) changed all that. ‘Most of the girls were doing Blackout Tuesday,’ he recalls. ‘They were putting black squares up on their Instagram accounts as a sign of solidarity.’ Most of the boys, publicly at least, remained silent, and few offered any public support for BLM. Lee, however, was different. He was angry, and he grew angrier by the day. Why were their lives more important than his? Especially ‘their’ lives. In his mind, his growing dislike of black people now had justification.

			As the girls in school, and society at large, aligned themselves with the racial justice movement and condemned structural and institutional racism, Lee was increasingly being drawn in by an alternate reality, consuming more and more racist content and anti-black memes. ‘There were memes of black people being ugly, being stupid and being mad.’

			‘How can you support BLM when you see them for who they really are?’ he would think to himself. Unsurprisingly, his friendship group split largely along gender lines. But just as they moved away from him, he was moving away from them: ‘I started to build a narrative in my head where I was viewing the world, especially in America, about black people, about left-wing people, as negative. I was disgusted by them.’

			The more online content he consumed, the more convinced he was about the righteousness of the arguments. A few lads at school would come up to Lee and privately share their support for his increasingly racist anti-BLM posts on his Instagram account, but most kept clear of him. Lee didn’t care. Like many who had been red-pilled, he could now see the truth that was hidden to others, and if anything, it made him feel good. It made him feel special, and he increasingly felt part of an online family of like-minded people. By liking a post or a comment he agreed with, he was joining up with others who felt the same. Writing a comment that was liked by others made him feel he was being accepted and taken seriously.

			He found the far right liberating. While the left lectured, the right empowered: ‘The left would order you to read this or that book because it was the way to understand the truth. On the right, you were encouraged to read, but as a process of self-empowerment. You were constantly told that “you” would be a better and stronger person for doing so.’

			He also became obsessed with ‘fashwave’, a form of synthwave music that had become popular in fascist circles from the 1990s onwards, giving fascism a cool edge among those who followed it. By July 2020, literally just a few weeks after his ‘awakening’, Lee was reading and watching more and more extreme content, including conspiratorial content about the Holocaust, polemics about Jewish control and diatribes against black people. It was not long before a vague interest in racist and anti-establishment content gave way to an urge to do more. ‘It just made sense,’ he later recalled. ‘The reality had been shown to me.’

			Getting involved and putting his ideas into action became the obvious next move, so when he saw the post from the leader of British Hand, he instantly reached out, wanting to get involved.

			‘I started to develop a saviour mindset,’ he adds: ‘It made me feel special, unique. I went from “fuck Antifa, fuck BLM” and I suddenly realised that something more needed to be done and I began identifying more with the right wing. I began to see myself as a fascist. I was also realising that I needed to do more than be online. In that moment, I felt like a partisan preparing to take on the occupier, I was fighting for a cause.

			‘I was the only one who could see the truth. I was the only one willing to do what was necessary. And I was going to do it.’

			Unbeknown to Lee, though, another person had recently joined the British Hand Telegram group at the same time – Patrik Hermansson, a researcher with the antifascist organisation HOPE not hate, which I have been proud to lead for 20 years, and himself a veteran at offline infiltration. Patrik captured Lee’s posts about military training. He was also online when Lee shared the illegal training manual.

			Armed with enough clues to identify the leader of British Hand, we decided to go public with the exposure of the group. On Sunday, 13 September, the Sunday Times,1 using our dossier, ran a story about the teenage nazis running a new far-right terrorist group. That same morning, I filled in an online report to counter-terrorist police, alerting them to the group and attaching some of the worst posts.

			A week later, the police, who had seemingly been unaware of the group, arrived at Lee’s house with a warrant for his arrest.

			Lee reached out to HOPE not hate in late 2024 after watching The Walk-In, a five-part ITV drama starring Stephen Graham based on the story of how an informant working for HOPE not hate inside the recently proscribed nazi terrorist group National Action (NA) supplied information to his handler Matthew Collins that saved the life of a Labour MP. ‘I initially hated you,’ Lee told me with a wry grin. ‘You got me arrested. You got me convicted.’

			‘And now?’ I asked him, trying to understand why he would reach out to his arch enemy.

			After a short pause, he gave me his answer. ‘I guess you saved my life and I’m thankful for that.’

			We are living in dangerous times. Donald Trump’s return to the presidency of the United States in early 2025 has heralded an increasingly authoritarian and far-right government. Trump is threatening to deport millions of people, invade foreign countries, embrace ethnic cleansing in Gaza, destroy public institutions, ignore the judiciary and bring economic chaos to the world. His presence is already emboldening other far-right governments and parties. There are far-right-led governments in Italy, Hungary, the Netherlands and Austria, while National Rally topped the polls in the 2024 French parliamentary elections and the Swedish Democrats came second in the Swedish elections of 2022. In Germany, the hard-line Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), who are so extreme that they are shunned by far-right and populist-right leaders like Marine Le Pen and Nigel Farage, came second in the German federal elections held in late February 2025. Further afield, Israel’s Benjamin Netanyahu, India’s Narendra Modi, Argentina’s Javier Milei and Russia’s Vladimir Putin all feel emboldened to continue their crackdowns on opponents and abuse human rights with seeming impunity. Nativist, anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim narratives are increasingly the norm, while action against climate change is being reduced or even reversed.

			Britain is not immune to the rise of the far right. Farage’s Reform UK received 4.1 million votes in the 2024 General Election and is now polling at levels where Farage could quite feasibly be the next prime minister. In July 2024, Stephen Lennon, better known as Tommy Robinson, founder of the English Defence League (EDL), led a demonstration of almost 40,000 people in central London, while his social media posts reached millions more. In the summer of that year, the UK saw its worst race riots for 100 years, with violent protests in 35 towns and cities, hotels housing migrants set alight and black and brown people violently assaulted. Feeding all of this is a radical-right ecosystem, made up of TV stations, radio shows, podcasts and online influencers. Their daily menu of nativist politics, anti-Muslim rhetoric and conspiracy theories feeds millions of Britons.

			The far right is not a monolithic group and comprises the radical right and the extreme right. However, those on the far right share common ideas: chauvinistic nationalism – exceptionalism – of either a race or a country; the belief that the nation – either geographic or racial – is in decay or crisis and that radical action is required to halt or reverse it; and, in some cases, a sense of superiority and a desire for expansionism. The far right feeds off schisms and fault lines in society, and in Britain it is rising at a time when people are reeling from 40 years of deindustrialisation and more recently the cost-of-living crisis and are feeling an intense sense of pessimism about the country’s future.

			If the state of the world depresses and frightens you, then join the club. I’ve been fighting fascism now for over 35 years, and I’ve never known a time like this. The far right is on the ascendency at home and abroad, and clearly what we are collectively doing to oppose it is not enough. But it is precisely at times like this that we need to regroup, take stock of where we are and move forward with a renewed sense of purpose and hope. That is why I’ve written this book. It analyses where we are and where we need to go. It reflects on what we have done right in the past, what we have done wrong and what we must change to get it right in the future. The book suggests actions for the government, political parties, campaign groups and – most importantly – you.

			At times like these, it is easy to hope that someone else does the hard graft that’s needed, but the true answer to defeating the far right lives inside all of us. All of us who care about ending poverty, taking action against climate change and opposing racism have the collective power to change society. If we get organised, then we can win. HOPE can triumph over hate.

				
					* In this book, ‘Nazi’ is a reference to Adolf Hitler’s National Socialist German Workers’ Party, while ‘nazi’ refers to post-war and current adherents to some or all of national socialist ideology.

			

		

		
			1

			Eleven Days That Shook Britain

			As the clock edged towards 8 p.m., the crowds began to grow. A few became a few dozen and then a few hundred. Men, almost all men, and angry too.

			‘We want our country back!’ one shouted. Others soon joined in.

			‘Allah, Allah, who the fuck is Allah?’ rang out. Again, it was repeated by the growing crowd.

			The tension on the streets of Southport on that warm July evening was palpable. It had been almost 36 hours since nine-year-old Alice da Silva Aguiar, six-year-old Bebe King and seven-year-old Elsie Dot Stancombe had been stabbed to death at a nearby Taylor Swift-themed dance and yoga event. Eight more children and two adults were also injured in the frenzied attack. Though the police arrested a 17-year-old at the scene, his age and a lack of a confirmed motive meant there was little else the authorities could publicly say.

			The outpouring of grief at this despicable act soon turned to anger and rage. By nightfall, an account called the ‘European Conservative’ had posted on X that ‘a migrant stabbed numerous children at a holiday nursery’. Former kickboxing champion and social media influencer Andrew Tate told his 3 million followers on X, in a post that was viewed over 12 million times, that ‘an undocumented migrant decided to go into a Taylor Swift dance class today and stab six little girls’. A largely unknown online news outlet, Channel3Now, which made its money by aggregating crime news and social media posts, claimed the attacker was an asylum seeker who had arrived in the UK on a small boat the previous year and was on an MI6 watchlist.

			Presumably referencing some of this disinformation, Farage waded in: ‘I just wonder whether the truth is being withheld from us,’ he posted on X. ‘I don’t know the answer to that: I think it’s a fair and legitimate question.’

			Two social media posts gained local traction. The first was from Eddie Murray, who lived near Southport, who posted on LinkedIn just three hours after the attack: ‘My two youngest children went to holiday club this morning in Southport for a day of fun only for a migrant to enter and murder/fatally wound multiple children. My kids are fine. They are shocked and in hysterics, but they are safe. My thoughts are with the other 30 kids and families that are suffering right now. If there’s any time to close the borders completely it’s right now! Enough is enough.’

			The other, again on the afternoon of the murders, was from a new account on the social messaging platform Telegram. It was written by a self-confessed nazi by the name of ‘Stimpy’ and posted on a channel entitled Southport WakeUp. If the first post conveyed very personal fury at what had just occurred, the second channelled that rage into action. ‘Enough is enough. PROTEST, Tuesday 30 July 8pm, St Lukes Road, Southport.’

			Perhaps people would have come out on the streets regardless, but St Luke’s Road began filling up at the time Stimpy had designated. Perhaps by coincidence, though more likely by design, the meeting point was just metres from the local mosque.

			‘At about eight o’clock, it started to build,’ Ibrahim Hussein, the chairman of the local mosque, told one journalist. ‘There were a couple of blokes standing on the other side looking over the fence, and then the two became five and the five became 50 and the 50 became 500. Then the abuse started and the chanting started, you know, the F-words and the C-words and all that.’1

			People began kicking at the wall on the perimeter of the mosque, and it was not long before it crumbled. Men picked up bricks, some throwing them in the direction of the mosque, while others turned and used them against the police. ‘The whole building was shaking [because] of the missiles that they kept throwing,’ remembers Hussein. He and the other men inside the building made their way up to his second-floor office, where they locked themselves in.

			Outside, the violence was intensifying. The police appeared ill-prepared. Despite a warning in a briefing sent to them by HOPE not hate earlier in the day, they had not considered the mosque a target, so they quickly found themselves on the wrong side of the protesters. Worse still, none of the police were in riot gear, nor were there any officers in riot gear reserve. By the time the police officers had retreated some distance to put on their protective clothing, they had ceded much of the area to the rioters. Police vans were on fire, and the sound of breaking bottles and glasses filled the air.

			By the time the violence was eventually brought under control, over 50 police officers had been injured, some with fractures, broken jaws and lost teeth. ‘The disrespect toward grieving families and the community is despicable, and I want to reassure residents in Southport that we will have a significantly increased police presence in the town in the coming days,’ a Merseyside Police statement read.

			The troublemakers, however, were not done. Over the next 10 days, there were outbreaks of disorder in over 25 towns and cities around the country, with some experiencing multiple nights of trouble. While much of the actual violence was spontaneous, there were many people agitating for trouble online.

			In a video posted online, Danny Tommo, a key lieutenant of EDL founder Stephen Lennon, called for riots to happen:

			‘Every city has to go up.

			‘Get prepared. Be ready. We have to.

			‘It has to go off in different cities.

			‘We have to show them we’ve had enough …

			‘I’m ready to go. I know that a lot of you are. I’m speaking to other people at the moment.

			‘We’re ready to go. We are, literally, ready to go …’2

			It seemed that others were thinking the same. A day after the Southport riot, a group of roughly 40 people, some in balaclavas, congregated outside a Holiday Inn in Newton Heath, Manchester. Objects were thrown at police, and asylum seekers at the hotel were verbally abused. That same evening, rioters threw rocks and bottles at police in Hartlepool. Footage circulated online of a black man being set upon in the street and of rioters kicking in the front doors of people’s homes. In London, more than 100 were arrested as far-right protesters battled with police outside Downing Street at an ‘Enough Is Enough’ demonstration. The following night, there was serious disorder in Sunderland – far-right slogans were chanted, and an attempted march on a mosque was blocked by riot police. A car was set ablaze and a Citizens Advice Bureau (CAB) torched. At the same time, over in Liverpool, a few hundred anti-fascists gathered to protect a local mosque from a planned far-right protest.

			On the Saturday, there was serious violence in several towns and cities. In Manchester, a mob of a few hundred far-right protesters clashed with police in Piccadilly Gardens, and, again, a lone black man was chased and attacked by an angry mob. Hundreds gathered in Belfast, and an attempt to march on the Belfast Islamic Centre was only thwarted by a strong presence of riot police. Violence and disorder broke out elsewhere, and several immigrant-owned businesses were attacked, including a cafe that was burnt down. Cars were set ablaze, and clashes with police continued into the evening. In Stoke, hundreds of protesters attempted to march on two local mosques but were blocked from doing so by a group of 200 to 300 Muslim men, some wielding bats, who stood in the way. In Hull, a few thousand protesters gathered in Victoria Square for a static demonstration, before some headed off in the direction of temporary migrant accommodation. Police blocked their way, and serious clashes broke out, though not before a car carrying four Kurds was attacked. Shops were set ablaze and others looted in trouble that left 12 police officers injured and 62 people arrested. In Liverpool, the Spellow Hub Library was set alight when 300 people clashed with police after their attempt to reach a mosque was blocked.

			Some of the most horrific scenes occurred in Rotherham, where between 700 and 1,000 far-right protesters, some accompanied by small children, gathered outside the Holiday Inn in Manvers, which housed asylum seekers. As windows started to be smashed by bricks, riot police were quickly overwhelmed and retreated, leaving behind terrified hotel residents who could only watch as the protesters set fire to a wheelie bin and pushed it into the hotel. Unsurprisingly, many later reported fearing they were going to die.

			That same day, there was also serious trouble in Middlesbrough and Tamworth. In Middlesbrough, a planned protest over the Southport murders quickly turned violent as mobs of masked men – some teenagers – marauded through residential areas, smashing people’s windows and targeting vehicles for destruction. Police were pelted with missiles, while the protesters set up a roadblock to check if the drivers were ‘white and English’. Down in Tamworth, another hotel housing asylum seekers was set alight, again with residents inside. Racist slogans like ‘fuck p***s’ and ‘get out of England’ were sprayed on the wall of the hotel.

			On the following Monday, a week after the Southport murders, details of demonstrations at nearly 40 immigration law firms and asylum-support organisations were circulated on the Southport WakeUp Telegram channel, followed by calls to burn down mosques and kill their opponents – me included. The list provoked panic but also saw an estimated 25,000 anti-fascists turning out on counterdemonstrations around the country in a display of solidarity that effectively marked the end of the rioting. In truth, very few, if any, far-right activists turned up at any of these events, but this anti-fascist show of force, accompanied by unusually favourable front pages, changed public discourse, and the far-right’s momentum stalled – helped in part by the Southport WakeUp account, which had done so much to initiate the trouble, going silent. Unbeknown to most people at the time, the man behind the account had just been arrested.

			Two days before the Southport murders, an estimated 40,000 people had gathered in Trafalgar Square for the latest of Stephen Lennon’s video screenings. Lennon had first burst on to the political scene in 2009, when he helped establish and then lead the anti-Muslim street gang, the EDL. Now operating solo, Lennon was, after Farage, the most recognisable and popular figure on the British far right, with a following of hundreds of thousands of die-hard supporters.

			In the hot July sunshine, the audience watched Silenced, Lennon’s latest documentary, which he claimed proved that a Syrian schoolboy, who had arrived in Britain as a refugee fleeing the appalling civil war, was a violent, misogynistic bully. The problem for Lennon was that a libel trial had concluded otherwise, and alongside the £100,000 damages and court costs awarded against him, a High Court Order had been put in place preventing him from repeating these claims. Lennon ignored this order, and despite having been told that he faced contempt of court charges and so a likely prison sentence, he decided to show the feature-length film to his supporters in Trafalgar Square and millions watching online around the world.

			Lennon’s mood was defiant. His supporters were angry. His politics had evolved since his singular focus on Islam during his EDL days. He now railed against ‘illegal’ and even legal immigration. He backed COVID-related conspiracies and sympathised with Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Above all, he preached a narrative against a British government that he believed was stacked against the interests of the white working class, often in favour of minorities and left-wing interest groups.

			His social media reach was terrifying. Just on that one single day, Lennon’s posts on X, the social media platform he had been allowed back on to by Elon Musk the previous year, were viewed 58 million times. In just the five days that followed the stabbings in Southport, his posts were viewed a staggering 434 million times. Videos with the keyword ‘Tommy Robinson’ were watched more than 174.8 million times across various platforms over the month that covered his protest and the riots. In the 90 days between 9 May and 6 August, his posts were viewed 1.5 billion times. It’s alarming to think that Lennon is liked by 16 per cent of the population according to a 22,500-person poll commissioned by HOPE not hate at the end of 2024, a figure that includes 37 per cent of men between the age of 25 and 34.

			Many of his posts were angry, inciting and mobilising. In the immediate aftermath of the Southport murders, Lennon repeatedly called Islam a mental-health issue, shared videos of disorder and encouraged people to join future demonstrations. ‘Get there and show your support. People need to rise up.’ Given Lennon’s loyal following and considerable reach, it was perhaps unsurprising that chants of ‘Oh, Tommy. Tommy, Tommy, Tommy Robinson’ were heard at almost all the post-Southport protests.

			The post-Southport riots said a lot about the nature and interconnectivity of the far right in Britain today. While there were a few known far-right activists involved in many of the disturbances, they appeared to be there in supporting roles, and the protests themselves were largely spontaneously organised and built through informal networks and friendship groups online.

			‘In recent years, we have seen the rise of far-right social media personalities who, despite not being part of traditional activist organisations or parties, now have the ability to reach unprecedented numbers of people,’ my colleague Joe Mulhall wrote in 2018 – referring to what he has coined the ‘post-organisational far right’,3 meaning: ‘A right-wing alternative media has emerged, stretching from the edges of the mainstream (such as former Trump advisor Steve Bannon’s Breitbart News Network), to scores of YouTube vloggers, Twitter accounts and professional media outlets like Rebel Media and InfoWars. This framework allows activists to propagate their views without the need for traditional structures such as a party.’

			Transformation has largely occurred because of the advance of the internet, which has brought far-right and conspiratorial thinking within the reach of people who previously would have either had to stumble across someone in the far right or seek them out through the post or a meeting. Now people are able to access the far right in their living rooms, bedrooms and on their phones – all away from the prying eyes of respectable society. As people flit around the internet, cherry-picking ideas from here and there, so the link between the individual and the more traditional parties loosens and the appeal of figureheads, like Lennon, grows.

			The far right have also been far more successful than the left in using the internet and the vast array of social media platforms that now exist. Whereas once the far right was largely shut out of the mainstream media, often being forced to moderate their public views in order to be allowed a platform, now they have literally built their own media ecosystem, where not only are they no longer censured but, if anything, they can be even more extreme. Just as significantly, many have been able to monetise their activities online, either through crowdsourcing public donations, selling subscriptions or receiving payments from social media companies.

			Finally, the riots were further confirmation that the old cordon sanitaire, which acted as an unofficial barrier between the respectable conservative right and the traditional far right, now hardly exists, as ideas, narratives and outrage are increasingly shared between the two. While violence continues to be a fault line, their shared hostility towards ‘the liberal system’ – which they blame for immigration, economic failures and national decline – often glosses over their differences.

			If the riots displayed the worst of Britain, they also reflected the best. Across the country, people came together in displays of solidarity, peace and anti-racism. Many local residents in Southport were horrified and disgusted by the way the mosque had been targeted during the riots, and dozens turned up the following morning to help clear up the mess after a plea for help was put online by Norman Wallis, chief executive of Southport Pleasureland. Among the 100 or so people who answered the call were local builders, who lost no time in fixing the mosque’s broken wall. Others swept the debris from the surrounding streets, while local shops donated free products, and businesses flung open their doors for people to use as community spaces and places of quiet reflection. A local glazing company offered free windows.

			For a community that had already suffered so much with the murder of three of their own, the outpouring of solidarity and community spirit was a sight to behold. It was a mood replicated around the country.

			In Sunderland, people came together in response to the Citizens Advice centre being burnt down. Denise Irving, the CAB manager, worked through the night to ensure they were still able to help people, albeit from temporary accommodation in the City Hall. Sharyn Smiles, who worked for Sunderland Area Parent Support, set up a GoFundMe page with a goal of raising £2,000. Having experienced an arson at her own offices the previous year, she knew only too well what a devastating blow it was to any organisation. More importantly, she knew just how important the CAB was to so many people.

			‘The Citizens Advice is there for all members of our community to use, they have the most amazing team (many of whom are volunteers) and are determined to be back operating ASAP!’ she wrote on the GoFundMe page. ‘From the bottom of our hearts we ask for the kindness shown to us to be extended to this amazing service.’

			Over 700 people donated a total of £23,655. An incredible response. ‘It was totally unexpected,’ Irving said. ‘I still pinch myself because I wouldn’t have expected that amount of generosity at all. We’re all gobsmacked by it.’

			The same community spirit was found in Liverpool, as people reacted to the Spellow Library in Walton being burnt down during the riots there. Writing in the city council newsletter, local resident Angela Cheveau recounted how she went to the library every week when she was young. ‘The library was a space of solace and enchantment for me, a place where I could shuffle off my shyness, let my imagination run wild.’

			Watching the building being set alight was not just an understandable trauma for her but a devastating cultural blow to the kids still reliant on it. ‘I knew the impact that this would have on the local community who depend upon the library as a place of education and knowledge,’ she said. ‘I thought of the children who would no longer have access to books and the magic they hold.’

			Alex McCormick was another local resident horrified by the fire. The following day, she set up a GoFundMe page with the intention of raising £500 towards its clean up and restoration. ‘Seeing that a library and community space had been damaged really just broke my heart,’ she later told the BBC. ‘It made me feel angry.’ The response was unbelievable, and by the time the page was closed it had raised over £250,000.

			‘Seeing people’s generosity and people’s comments, it goes to show that the good will always outweigh the bad,’ McCormick added. ‘And people really rally round something good like a library and a community centre. We need those spaces.’

			The unbelievable bravery of those who stood up to the rioters was best summed up by the footage of a lone woman in Southport who pushed her way through the angry crowd before holding up a homemade sign in front of them. ‘One Race – Human,’ it read. ‘Hope not hate. Racism not Welcome.’

			In response, one woman posted on X: ‘Confronting fascists is deeply intimidating even when there’s a lot of you. Doing it on your own in the middle of a riot holding up your homemade sign requires a bravery I think not all of us could muster but this woman did it. A legend.’

			In January 2025, 18-year-old Axel Rudakubana was jailed for a minimum of 52 years for a ‘ferocious’ and ‘sadistic’ knife rampage at the Taylor Swift-themed dance class that had left three girls dead and six other children injured. The court heard, in graphic detail, how the attack took place, his behaviour being described as ‘sadistic’, according to Deanna Heer KC, the prosecutor. Outside the court, police explained there was no clear motive for his attack, beyond a fascination with death and violence that took him from downloading an al-Qaeda manual, which he used to make ricin, to reading about the IRA. As a consequence, they claimed, they could not define the Southport attack as a ‘terrorist incident’. There was no indication to suggest, as Lennon had claimed in the months leading up to the trial, that Rudakubana had converted to Islam.

			The police’s explanation did little to placate the angry online world. They accused Prime Minister Keir Starmer of deliberately hiding the truth from the British public and even spread the lie that Rudakubana was only in the country because the prime minister had defended his father from accusations that he was wanted for war crimes in Rwanda. The police were dismissed as useless and willing accomplices to Starmer’s two-tier policing. A HOPE not hate poll, conducted in March 2025, found that 49 per cent of the British public thought Rudakubana was an Islamist terrorist, with just 16 per cent disagreeing.
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