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Preface:

Free Speech on an Island of Strangers

Nations depend on rules – fair rules . . . They give shape to our values. They guide us towards our rights, of course, but also our responsibilities, the obligations we owe to one another. Now, in a diverse nation like ours . . . these rules become even more important. Without them, we risk becoming an island of strangers, not a nation that walks forward together.

Sir Keir Starmer, 12 May 20251

Why is This Happening?

We all say things we later regret. But few people give entire speeches they regret. Within seven weeks of Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer delivering his ‘island of strangers’ speech, in which he set out his approach to immigration, he recanted the central phrase by which the speech had become known. ‘I deeply regret using it,’ he told his biographer.2

Fleetingly, and by accident, using a phrase crafted by speechwriters that he had not considered properly before he spoke the words aloud, he described the essence of what Britain had become.3 For a brief moment, before he repented, Britain’s Prime Minister appeared to have spoken for those who want immigration drastically reduced and who are horrified by the instability caused by state-sponsored multiculturalism in contemporary Britain that we see all around – the Islamist marches, the overt separatism of vast Islamic enclaves, the violent contempt for women and girls, the sickening crime and the zealous policing and punishment of dissent.4

Starmer was right the first time. Britain is, in many ways, an island of strangers. It is a land where ‘our’ values are in violent dispute, where our obligations are contested and where the rules become ever more draconian, particularly around what we may say. Even the question of who ‘we’ are is unsettled after thirty years of unwanted upheaval, mass immigration and decline. No value, no right, is more fiercely contested in this climate than freedom of speech.

Some of the changes wrought by this thirty-year crisis are overt: the radical reconfiguration and repopulation of the British Isles by waves of mass migration without precedent even in the long history of the West. Others are more subtle; the decline of Christianity and the end of its role as the system that morally oriented our society.

I have spent most of my working life campaigning for freedom of speech. In the 2010s and ’20s, we’ve seen the cancellations, the creeping self-censorship and the oppressive power of the state brought to bear against everyone, from childminders and footballers to Royal Marines veterans and cancer patients, for their political beliefs or the supposedly hurtful words they’ve posted online.

The British public have felt it. The chilling effect is real. By 2021, 57 per cent of Britons polled said they self-censored. According to that poll, some of the topics people censor themselves on most include immigration, race relations and Islam.5 A separate poll that same year found that half of Britons believe free speech is ‘under threat’ with the same number saying they are ‘less free’ than five years ago.6 That poll is now five years old and things have become a lot worse since.

In my work as a director of Toby Young’s Free Speech Union, the one question people ask me more than any other is, ‘Why is this happening?’ It’s a question I’ve considered for many years. The causes are not well understood, because the problems run far deeper than ‘woke’ or the unhinged cultural politics of the early 2020s. This is not a passing storm. Our society is being transformed; we are becoming an island of strangers, and the repression of free speech is an integral part of that process. Saving freedom of speech in Britain has become the fight of our lives.

This book tells the story of how we became an island of strangers, and how this has critically undermined the culture of free speech and imperilled its future. The first half of the book considers change and transformation: why mass migration and diversity are intrinsically at odds with robust free speech. It will consider how the mismanagement of hyperdiversity has resulted in two-tier justice, particularly when it comes to the policing of speech acts in a fragmented society, where the slightest provocative utterance risks triggering violent disorder between rival groups.

This is the context in which Islam, the most potent competitor to Britons’ traditional way of life, is emboldened to make its claims and assert its strength. The voices for moderation within the Islamic religion don’t want for courage, but rather for numbers; the balance of power seems very much against them.

I know as much after spending three years interviewing former Muslims about leaving Islam and their communities behind, about the death threats and violence they experienced, the persecution and abuse.7 There are countless such people living in Britain today, unable to express themselves at all in the real world, sometimes daring to do so online – and then at great risk. One young woman I spoke to compared her situation to that of Winston in George Orwell’s 1984: ‘I live in a very Muslim area and it’s impossible to detect other ex-Muslims since you can’t just go up to people and ask them if they’re ex-Muslim . . . it’s like when Winston observes other characters looking for signs of “unorthodoxy” that would prove that they’re against the party. Maybe, that hijabi who is too passionate about women’s rights is an apostate or that guy who attends every Friday prayer. You don’t really know.’8 The consequences of getting it wrong are extreme. This is a young woman describing her life in Britain in the 2020s.

The modern UK state, despite the uncommon wisdom of a judge and the mercy of the occasional prosecutor, has largely settled on the side of the anti-blasphemy forces, as the price to be paid for keeping the peace. As the influence of Islam has grown and the disproportionately young Muslim population has surged in the UK, we have seen a return towards blasphemy laws. Sometimes these are imposed by violence or the threat of violence, and sometimes by state authorities determined to criminalise blasphemous acts against Islam9 – timid in the face of terror, terrible in the face of timidity, as the British state is.

The second half of the book considers decline: the falling away of Christian belief and the final failure of Christianity in its role as the social glue that had, until very recently, always held Britain together. Despite possible signs of a resurgence of certain forms of more muscular Christianity among the young, the Christian faith has ceased to be – for most British people – the moral system guiding their lives. It happened just as mass migration transformed Britain, a process turbocharged by the ‘Boriswave’ and the Conservative governments of 2019-2024.

Stumbling without direction into a new non-Christian era, we find no unifying moral norms, no language even to contest moral questions and no unifying framework. An island nation once bound together in a Christian faith or, at least, a Christian sensibility, is now entirely unmoored and is preyed upon by replacement ideologies that ruthlessly punish dissent. Transgressing these new moral norms invites devastating consequences. I’ve seen how low the threshold has become in both the government and the private sector; a single comment is enough to ruin somebody’s life and take their livelihood away. In just five years and counting, more than five thousand people have come to the Free Speech Union for help.

People are left with no sense of what ‘our’ values are because who ‘we’ are has been radically destabilised. And then they encounter the cold, unfeeling, self-righteous certainty of the custodians of the new ethos, of diversity and equity, and they discover that the values underpinning the rules of the new Britain bear no resemblance to their values, as they are fired, expelled or arrested for even modest expressions of disquiet.

These two larger stories – transformation and decline – have resulted in a condition of ‘all against all’,10 where warring identity groups, be they Islamic or based around newer ideas about identity, sex, gender and race, are all attempting to impose their sacred ideas on the rest of society, curtailing freedom of speech for all.

Freedom of speech is not in a state of temporary crisis, nor even a ‘merely’ generational struggle against a ‘woke’ young generation who will age out of it. Britain is being transformed into a new and unstable successor nation, one ridiculed online as ‘the Yookay’. Its politics are sectarian, its state confounded and confused as it thrashes around to maintain a failing peace. It is bereft of the religion - however lightly held - that once unified its people. Indeed, no ideology could now contain its contradictions. It truly is an island of strangers. The powerful erosion of free speech arises from these deep, structural causes: if the transformation of Britain continues, the right to speak freely will be totally swept away.

I’ve seen first-hand that our situation is much worse than is generally understood. Understanding how bad our problems are, and why they have arisen, is the only possible way to escape them. That is what this book is about. It is the first step in a long journey.




Introduction:

To Utter and to Know

Give me the liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely according to conscience, above all liberties.

John Milton1

‘Plebs’ and ‘Deplorables’

A lot of my day job involves determining if somebody’s free speech has been violated and how the Free Speech Union could help them. Sometimes it is clear cut: somebody arrested for posting a cartoon image of a dinghy crossing the Channel and a rude joke about the Labour Party. A shop worker sacked for being a feminist. A comedy gig cancelled because the venue had a complaint about a joke the comedian told five years ago. Most of these stories never make it into the media. There is an immense vault full of these outrageous cases that most people never get to hear about.

Sometimes the free-speech violations are less flagrant. A few of the requests we get are not really about free speech at all, or else the free speech argument cuts both ways. We’re sometimes contacted by people who complain that a newspaper has deleted one of their comments. To which we point out that the paper also has freedom of the press: it can’t be compelled to provide a platform for a comment it doesn’t support, any more than a devout Christian baker should be compelled to ice onto a cake a slogan supporting same-sex marriage if they don’t, in fact, support it.

These distinctions are sometimes difficult to make and are often delicately balanced. They are representative of fierce contests within our wider society about free speech and what that means. Free speech is a term that has become prone to misunderstanding and misrepresentation. It is a right that applies to a lot more than merely the act of speaking.

If there is to be any hope of a restoration, we need to get beyond the headlines of the last five years to understand the deeper roots of why free speech is in crisis. The argument I present may seem radical, or even uncompromising. It involves some of the most sensitive political issues in our culture: Islam, two-tier policing, multiculturalism, blasphemy, the role of religion in society. But before we come to that, let’s briefly consider what freedom of speech is, and where it comes from in a distinctly English, and by extension British, context.

Athens is the most potent example of free speech from the ancient past. The idea of this city, as much as the reality, did much to stimulate demands for political liberty in England. The reality was far from faultless: Athens cautioned by her error, just as she instructed by her example. The killing of Socrates for impiety was compared, in the highest degree of human follies, to the crucifixion of Christ, in John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty in 1859.2 But, nonetheless, Athens gave the Western world two concepts of free speech: isegoria, ‘equality of speech, which was exercised in the assembly where all freeborn male citizens had a direct voice in debating and passing laws’; and parrhesia, ‘which means something like uninhibited speech’.3

In Republican Rome, citizens possessed libertas, freedom from tyranny and persecution, which entailed a right to participate in civic life. But as Jacob Mchangama wrote, the Grecian and Roman traditions are distinct: Athens provides an ‘unchecked’ and ‘bottom-up’ democratic culture.4 Whereas the Roman Republic bequeaths a tradition emphasising elite freedom of speech between men of the same social class, which was not extended equally to the plebeians5 – the ‘deplorables’ of their day, to quote Hillary Clinton.6

Armed with these examples, Enlightenment thinkers could point, two thousand years later, back to ancient Athens or Rome for classical antecedents to their own, more modern, notions of free speech and democracy. These cities were useful prototypes which philosophers like John Milton, in the 1600s, could invoke, when he argued against Parliament having the power to censor printed works: ‘Give me the liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely according to conscience, above all liberties.’7

It is telling that Milton placed the right to know before the right to speak. Speech, as a right, means far more than merely speaking. It also contains a right not to speak, not to be compelled to express or affirm ideas you don’t believe in. It entails not only the right to utter, but also to know, to receive information and knowledge, as well as to impart it. It is as much a right to hear as a right to speak.

Both elements of this definition, advanced by Milton, and transposed since into the more arid formulations of international law, are at the heart of my argument in these pages. It is not only our right to utter that is in jeopardy in contemporary Britain, but also our right to know.

In England, the story of the establishment of that right to freedom of speech, to know and to utter, is deeply entangled with the history of Christianity and the struggle to produce a Bible in the vernacular, accessible to ordinary people in their own language, so they could know the word of God and debate its meaning.

The popular paraphrase of the French philosopher Voltaire’s belief, ‘I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it’, is among the most commonly understood conceptions of what a culture of free speech requires. His writing influenced perhaps the most famous legal statement defining free speech: the First Amendment to the Constitution of the United States of America. James Madison’s first draft was bolder and more muscular than the final form. It stated: ‘The people shall not be deprived or abridged of their right to speak, to write, or to publish their sentiments; and the freedom of the press, as one of the great bulwarks of liberty, shall be inviolable.’8 Its settled iteration remains, of course, one of the great, classic statements defending free speech against the power of the state.9

Ideas of English liberty developed on both sides of the Atlantic that time, sometimes diverging sharply, amidst the clash of arms, and sometimes along a like path. This was a right not only for the good of the individual, but also for the benefit of society. In the nineteenth century J.S. Mill wrote: ‘. . . though the silenced opinion be an error, it may, and very commonly does, contain a portion of truth; and since the general or prevailing opinion on any subject is rarely or never the whole truth, it is only by the collision of adverse opinions, that the remainder of the truth has any chance of being supplied.’10

In other words, it is not only a matter of individual liberty that one must be free to speak and hear, it is also important for the good of an entire society so that speech may right wrongs. As Milton had described it two centuries earlier, ‘when complaints are freely heard, deeply consider’d and speedily reform’d, then is the utmost bound of civil liberty attain’d’.11 Freedom of speech is the primary means by which a society going awry can correct course. The government of a society without this safety mechanism is like a pilot in an aeroplane cockpit with all of the warning lights disconnected: the pilot won’t know anything is wrong with the plane until it’s too late.

Anglo-American ideas of liberty spread around the globe, firstly by empire, and then by the post-Second World War settlement. The United Nations’ Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 decreed that all human beings everywhere possessed: ‘the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers’.12 Milton’s pamphlet, printed in 1644 to petition the English Parliament, now found its echo in a resolution of the United Nations. As Christopher Hitchens expressed it six decades later, ‘. . . it’s not just the right of the person who speaks to be heard, it is the right of everyone in the audience to listen, and to hear. And every time you silence somebody, you make yourself a prisoner of your own action because you deny yourself the right to hear something.’13

Back in Britain in 1999, Sir Stephen Sedley gave the now canonical legal definition of free speech in the United Kingdom: ‘Free speech includes not only the inoffensive but the irritating, the contentious, the eccentric, the heretical, the unwelcome and the provocative provided it does not tend to provoke violence. Freedom only to speak inoffensively is not worth having.’14 But over the course of the twentieth century, the United States judiciary had developed a higher test than Sedley’s ‘tend to provoke’. The US Supreme Court specified that the restriction around inciting violence should apply only when the speech in question is likely to incite ‘imminent lawless action’, a divergence that would grow in significance and which has begun to produce a striking (and unfavourable) contrast between England’s and the United State’s record of liberty.15

Some other exceptions have emerged: defamation, extreme pornography and fraud fall outside the common conception of speech protections, as they are usually understood. Though in the US, even these ‘have been very narrowly interpreted’.16 Wherever one draws the line, these are the broad contours of what freedom of speech means in the English-speaking world. It is the right to irritate, to offend and, above all, as Orwell has it, to ‘tell people what they do not want to hear’.17

* * *

The ideas above are strange. Most human beings would not agree with them. They are not intuitive. Most societies have not produced figures like Milton or Mill or Madison. Only certain kinds of societies, with very specific cultural traits, have generated democratic traditions and freedom of speech of the kind described above. Indeed, Europeans, Americans, the British and other English-speaking peoples do not seem to realise how WEIRD they are: that is, ‘Western, Educated, Industrial, Rich and Democratic’.18 This is how the anthropologist Joseph Henrich has described Western culture, which emerged in part thanks to the Church’s teaching outlawing cousin marriage and polygamy. This, he argues, laid the groundwork for a European culture based upon individuals and nuclear families, engendering higher social trust with increased willingness to cooperate beyond closed tribes, rather than sprawling kinship networks with entrenched tribal loyalties. Nationhood, individualism, human rights, liberal democracy and freedom of speech in the modern West are an inheritance, accidental though it may have been, curated by the early Church.

We don’t realise how fragile these WEIRD societies are. Nor how historically contingent and strange are their assumptions, particularly when it comes to a concept as WEIRD as freedom of speech. After all, why should a society tolerate free speech when its most sacred ideas are insulted? Why should congregants watch on passively as their holy book is burnt in protest? Tolerance for this is far from intuitive. In fact, it goes against the violent temper and tribal feeling intrinsic to human nature to guard one’s tribe and its sacred ideas, to enforce its ancient taboos.

I tend to view freedom of speech, in all its fullness, as an inheritance, rather than an abstract right. (After all, the UN’s declaration was somewhat theoretical: when the Declaration of Human Rights was adopted, fewer than one in five of the world’s population lived in a democracy.)19 For the people of Britain, freedom of speech is our inheritance. It belongs to us . . . or it ought to. Because is has never been more imperilled than it is now.

Thirty years of drastic social change have led to the theft and diminishment of that inheritance. Political and cultural elites fear the speech acts and the power of ordinary people – the plebs and deplorables – so-called populism and social instability. Free speech in Britain has become far less Athenian in character as our society’s general crisis worsens, as ordinary people begin to self-censor, face arrest and see their livelihoods threatened, usually for utterly unremarkable and commonplace opinions. The aeroplane is badly off course; and the warning lights aren’t working.

Aristotle’s Nightmare

That something is badly wrong in our society is clear to anyone who values freedom of speech, especially the thousands who have been punished for trying to make use of their inherited freedom. That’s because Britain – in two fundamental ways – is ceasing to be a society at all.

Let’s go back to the Greeks. Aristotle wrote that a society ‘cannot be constituted from any chance collection of people’. The population of a city or nation state matters profoundly. What problems might arise if such a chance collection arose? One, the philosopher warned, is that those states which ‘have admitted settlers . . . have been troubled by faction’.20 What we now would call sectarianism or separatism. He warned of demands from certain groups for ‘special privileges’, of conflict and conspiracy between unassimilated populations, who have little or nothing in common.

As we will see in the next chapter, if we apply Aristotle’s criteria as a test, modern Britain could hardly be a more ‘chance’ collection of peoples. This has profound consequences for the shape, tone and values of our way of life. The extent and the consequences of the experiment in massive-scale migration and the resulting hyperdiversity will be the theme over the chapters that follow: as we see how this has destabilised our society and critically undermined our fragile tradition of liberty, democracy and freedom of speech.

The phrase ‘more in common’ has become a soothing bromide about British multiculturalism. But it has a tragic origin. The phrase, in full, ‘We are far more united and have far more in common than that which divides us’, comes from Jo Cox, the Labour MP. In her maiden speech in the House of Commons in 2015, she said of her constituency:


‘Batley and Spen is a gathering of typically independent, no-nonsense and proud Yorkshire towns and villages. Our communities have been deeply enhanced by immigration, be it of Irish Catholics across the constituency or of Muslims from Gujarat in India or from Pakistan, principally from Kashmir. While we celebrate our diversity, what surprises me time and time again as I travel around the constituency is that we are far more united and have far more in common with each other than things that divide us.’21



She was assassinated a year later by a neo-Nazi, on the eve of the referendum on European Union membership. Five years after that, her constituency was ripped apart by the Batley Grammar School affair, in which a Religious Studies teacher was driven into exile after showing a depiction of the Islamic prophet Mohammed in a class on blasphemy. At the time of writing five years later, he and his family are still in hiding. The name Batley has become synonymous with dysfunctional multiculturalism, Islamism and the cowardice of the British state in the face of Islamic demands for special treatment, for a blasphemy law that protects Mohammed and the Koran.

Ten years on from Jo Cox’s speech, her words have become her own epitaph, for a murdered politician, who meant well and took an optimistic view of Britain’s future. But also for an era of British life that is now over. This well-meaning but glib phrase about the fundamental goodness of diversity has long since lost its power. Some of the peoples now living in the British Isles have far more dividing them than they have in common.

How that came to be is not only a story of migration, diversity and Islam. The French sociologist Émile Durkheim wrote, ‘There can be no society that does not experience the need at regular intervals to maintain and strengthen the collective feelings and ideas that provide its coherence’.22 This is, in fact, a definition we can use to test for a functional ‘society’: a people bonded through collective ideas and sentiments, allowing the formation and maintenance of a social personality, what we might, less abstractly, call a national character. What are modern Britain’s collective rituals, our shared beliefs? With the rapid demographic changes of the 2010s and 2020s, who even are ‘we’?

In the stumbling progress of Europeans towards freedom of conscience, speech and religion, from the Areopagus of Athens, where the issues of the day were debated, to the foundation of the United States, all of these societies have had some common
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