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‘There are two solutions. One of them is the Nazi solution. If you don’t like people, kill them, banish them, segregate them, and then strut up and down proclaiming that you are the salt of the earth. The other way is much less thrilling, but it is on the whole the way of the democracies, and I prefer it. If you don’t like people, put up with them as well you can. Don’t try to love them: you can’t, you’ll only strain yourself. But try to tolerate them. On the basis of that tolerance a civilised future may be built.’


E. M. Forster, Two Cheers for Democracy
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PROLOGUE



The Reckoning
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It was an extraordinary scene. Donald Trump, recently re-elected as president of the United States, found himself surrounded by women and girls in the East Room of the White House. The date was 5 February 2025, and Trump was signing an executive order entitled ‘Keeping Men Out of Women’s Sports’. As the president took to his desk and prepared his pen, he invited his all-female audience to draw closer. ‘Secret service is worried about them?’ he joked. ‘If we have to worry about them we have big problems.’ There was laughter, applause, a hubbub of palpable relief that an egregious social injustice was on the cusp of being corrected. Photographers captured the moment in a flurry of snapping shutters. Would this be the image that marked the beginning of our post-woke era, the first phase of sobering up for a once drunken world?


The significance of this event could not be dismissed as a mere publicity stunt. Here was one of the most controversial Republican presidents in history, a man who had been accused repeatedly of misogyny, nevertheless enacting the most pro-feminist directive since Richard Nixon signed Title IX of the Education Amendments in June 1972, a measure that prohibited sex-based discrimination in federally funded educational institutions. The culture war of our times has often been misinterpreted as a conflict between left and right but, as I shall argue, these designations are hangovers from the French Revolution, ill-suited to today’s complex ideological skirmishes. The sudden rise in the early 2010s of Critical Social Justice – that sprawling, complex and disparate movement known colloquially as ‘woke’ – has meant that the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ have lost much of their utility. Definitions of ‘woke’ are as varied as can be imagined, but it is best understood as a cultural revolution that seeks equity according to group identity by authoritarian means. Yet for all its institutional clout, this ideology has never enjoyed popular support. Estimates by More in Common, a nonprofit organisation committed to the promotion of social cohesion, suggest that at its height the woke movement was endorsed by approximately eight per cent of the population of both America and the United Kingdom. As such, its power could only ever be sustained through misdirection and imposition.


This is why Trump’s executive order received such an overwhelmingly positive reception from across the political spectrum. A poll by NPR and Ipsos in 2022 showed that 63 per cent of Americans did not approve of men who identify as female competing in women’s sports. By January 2025, a poll by the New York Times and Ipsos revealed that this figure has risen to 79 per cent. Even among Democrat voters, a significant majority (67 per cent) supported the principle of keeping men out of the female category. For such a divisive figure, Trump had somehow found a unifying cause. The author J. K. Rowling echoed the feeling of many Democrat voters when she posted on social media a photograph of Trump signing the executive order and wrote: ‘Congratulations to every single person on the left who’s been campaigning to destroy women’s and girls’ rights. Without you, there’d be no images like this.’ It was not so much that Trump had suddenly rebranded the Republican Party as liberal, but that Democratic leaders had embraced the politics of illiberalism. Evangelists of the woke movement had seized disproportionate power in a relatively short time precisely because their aims had been so widely misapprehended. They had dissembled and played endless word games to coax unsuspecting progressives into backing regressive causes. So while it felt almost oneiric to witness a Republican president upholding the ideals once championed by the left, this was simply a reminder that our liberal consensus still prevailed in spite of the best efforts of culture warriors. We have far more in common than the extreme identitarians on both the left and the right would have us believe. To our shame, we have allowed the most brattish and irrational voices to dictate the terms of debate.


The culture war, in other words, is the politics of infantilism writ large. This has been borne out by my own experiences. When I announced in May 2021 that I was working on a book about the origins of the social justice movement and how it fosters aggressive and childish behaviour, some activists immediately suggested that they would acquire copies only to burn them. One said that he intended to kick it under the bookshop shelf ‘so that it could rot in darkness’. A left-wing website called Byline Times even claimed that I was waging ‘a perpetual battle against social justice – fighting against a contrived present world of aggressive “woke snowflakes” in order to return to an imagined past’. This was news to me given that my book was a defence of liberal values, a critique of intolerance, and it explicitly reproached those who resort to the ‘snowflake’ slur. I particularly enjoyed the suggestion that I had conjured enemies into existence in order to fight them. It takes some chutzpah to make such a claim of a book you haven’t actually read.


It would seem that the title alone – The New Puritans: How the Religion of Social Justice Captured the Western World – was enough to stir the ire of these culture warriors. In a sense, this is unsurprising. One of the key aspects of the woke movement is that its adherents treat all challenges as a form of heresy that must be quashed. For all the relish with which they smear their detractors as ‘bigots’, they forget that the principal definition of the word – ‘a person who is utterly intolerant of any differing creed, belief or opinion’ – applies most accurately to themselves.


That book was intended to be my final word on the subject, and yet since its publication in 2022 the culture war has developed in surprising and significant ways. In The New Puritans I traced the origins of Critical Social Justice and explored its various metamorphoses and ultimate cultural ascendency. Now we find ourselves entering a new phase of the culture war, one in which the woke ideology is being tamed and will soon relinquish its chokehold on the Western world. The Black Lives Matter protests and riots of the summer of 2020 had propelled the movement into overdrive. The countersigns of virtue were now firmly established: taking the knee, demolishing ‘problematic’ statues and historical landmarks, waving the rainbow ‘Progress Pride’ flag, declaring pronouns, wearing masks even where there was scant risk of infection, hounding dissenters through a retributive system known as ‘cancel culture’. Big tech was cracking down on free speech, governments were ramping up legislation to punish citizens for thought crimes, universities were promoting dogma rather than the pursuit of knowledge, and all of this was ostensibly happening in the name of progress. Something had gone very wrong; authoritarianism was winning.


In repackaging such instincts as ‘progressive’, the woke had destabilised an ongoing liberal project that had been making tremendous headway since the civil rights movements of the 1960s. They supported draconian speech codes and suppression of their political opponents. They modified school curricula so that children were taught new pseudo-religious creeds, including the belief that all white children are complicit in racial supremacy and that biological sex is a kind of fiction. Having secured bureaucratic, managerial and political dominance in both the public and private sector, they attempted to re-engineer society so that we might achieve equality of outcome rather than equality of opportunity. They preached their belief that society operates according to invisible power structures that perpetuate inequality, and that these can only be redressed through a fanatical emphasis on group identity and the recognition that – in the words of activist Ibram X. Kendi, author of How to Be an Antiracist (2019) – ‘The only remedy to past discrimination is present discrimination.’ As I have argued many times, the closest synonym for what we now call ‘woke’ is ‘anti-liberal’.


Culture wars never die, but they do evolve. The power of the woke movement is now perishing as quickly as it was birthed, and we find ourselves treading unfamiliar terrain. Its hegemony in the arts, the media, law enforcement, education and the corporate world is still intact, but no longer seems unassailable. Trump’s slew of executive orders in January 2025 was not limited to the matter of sports. He signed orders to recognise that ‘women are biologically female, and men are biologically male’, to put an end to prisoners being accommodated according to ‘identity’ rather than sex, and to prevent federal agencies from supporting ‘the so-called “transition” of a child from one sex to another’. Although these orders go some way to reinstating protections for the rights of vulnerable people, the method was troubling for those of a liberal disposition. Executive orders were originally intended to be memoranda from the president to officials in the executive branch of government, but in recent years they have been used as a shortcut to implement policy changes at breakneck speed. Like the president’s right to pardon convicted criminals, this procedure has a certain monarchical quality to it, which accounts for Trump’s previous quip about being a ‘dictator’ on ‘day one’. That said, executive orders have been adopted with increasing frequency by Republican and Democratic presidents alike. Both parties have been happy to take advantage of a system that permits the president to sidestep Congress and act unilaterally.


Those of us who have opposed the power of the woke movement on liberal grounds will have mixed feelings about the prospect of its demise being partly actuated by illiberal means. We will be concerned about Trump’s misjudged choice of language, such as his high-handed statement that ‘He who saves his Country does not violate any Law’, a sentiment that would surely be echoed by any autocrat in history. At the same time, the pushback against Trump’s executive orders has been similarly troubling, with unelected judges in Democrat-run districts – what Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt described as ‘judicial activists’ – quickly applying temporary blocks to specific executive orders that threatened to undermine the woke orthodoxy. This was predictable, since many of these directives were the antithesis of those signed by President Joe Biden. On his first day in office in January 2021, for instance, Biden had issued an executive order ‘Preventing and Combating Discrimination on the Basis of Gender Identity or Sexual Orientation’ which insisted that identity rather than sex should be the determining factor when it comes to sports, toilet facilities and other aspects of life traditionally divided into male and female. Similarly, Trump’s order aimed at ‘Ending Radical and Wasteful Government DEI Programs and Preferencing’ was a direct countermand of Biden’s order ‘Advancing Racial Equity and Support for Underserved Communities Through the Federal Government’. Although Biden had secured the nomination as leader of his party as the ‘non-woke’ candidate, his first few days in office made it clear that this was an agenda that he would vigorously pursue.


By contrast, Trump’s mandate was to dismantle the woke apparatus put into place by his predecessor, most notably its commitment to Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI). Under Trump, meritocracy and colour-blindness were to be reinstated, and the new fashionable form of racial discrimination was to be jettisoned. The impact was felt almost instantaneously. Federal workers from the DEI industry were placed on administrative leave, websites and social media accounts were modified to reflect the new policies, and contracts related to DEI work were scotched. The shockwaves radiated beyond the machinery of the state and out into the corporate world. Even before Trump’s inauguration, Mark Zuckerberg, CEO of Meta, announced that he was terminating the company’s DEI programmes, with an internal memo explicitly recognising that ‘the legal and policy landscape surrounding diversity, equity and inclusion efforts in the United States is changing’. Other companies – including giants such as McDonald’s, Walmart, Ford, Amazon and Google – quickly followed suit and scaled back their DEI commitments and goals. For all the incessant declarations of the ‘values’ of corporations and their capitalist shareholders, few were surprised to see such ethical considerations subordinated to the acquisition of money. Fidelity to DEI was sustainable right up until the point when infidelity became more profitable.


These relentless salvos against the woke movement culminated in the establishment of Trump’s ‘Department of Government Efficiency’ (DOGE) – spearheaded by entrepreneur Elon Musk – which stripped back the $124 billion of annual federal spending on DEI initiatives. This was Musk’s glasnost to Trump’s perestroika, a shift from bureaucracy to transparency that shattered the carapace of the fallen regime. As a result, the public were suddenly barraged with news stories about how taxpayers’ money had been gratuitously wasted on woke projects. Most notably, it was revealed that the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) had been funding causes overseas that seemed more proselytising than humanitarian. While even the most jingoistic of patriots might appreciate the moral justification for USAID’s contributions to landmine-clearance, disease prevention, and aid for refugees displaced in war – all of which were curbed under the new administration’s policies – there would be meagre support for its ideological boondoggling. For instance, $2 million had been earmarked to subsidise pottery classes and promotion in Morocco. A further $2 million had been awarded to Asociación Lambda, a Guatemalan LGBTQ+ rights organisation, to ‘strengthen trans-led organizations to deliver gender-affirming health care, advocate for improved quality and access to services, and provide economic empowerment opportunities’. A grant of $13 million went to the nonprofit organisation Sesame Workshop to fund a version of Sesame Street in Iraq (Ahlan Simsim Iraq) which would focus on the promotion of ‘inclusion, mutual respect, and understanding across ethnic, religious, and sectarian groups’. The nature of much of the expenditure meant that the relevant aspects of Trump’s speech to the joint session of Congress in March 2025 had the quality of a stand-up comedy routine.


Just listen to some of the appalling waste we have already identified: $22 billion from HHS to provide free housing and cars for illegal aliens, $45 million for diversity, equity and inclusion scholarships in Burma, $40 million to improve the social and economic inclusion of sedentary migrants. Nobody knows what that is. $8 million to promote LGBTQ+ in the African nation of Lesotho, which nobody has ever heard of, $60 million for indigenous peoples and Afro-Colombian empowerment in Central America. $60 million. $8 million for making mice transgender.


Those in charge of USAID had jeopardised its credibility and humanitarian work through this pursuit of what journalist Andrew Sullivan described as the ‘pet ideological projects’ of ‘our enlightened elites’. It is a reminder of one of the key lessons of this culture war: when any given organisation is ideologically captured, it ceases to function effectively and becomes primarily a mechanism for the propagation of the creed.


The victory of Donald Trump over Kamala Harris in the presidential election of November 2024 is already being celebrated as the moment that woke died, the final reckoning of this short-lived paradigm shift, but it was a symptom rather than a cause. Certainly there is no doubt that in throwing its support behind Trump, the electorate was rejecting an ideology that had been imposed from the top down against their wishes. Woke was never a belief-system sincerely held by any significant numbers; it was a set of rules and mantras adopted out of fear by a subdued population. By steamrolling over this ideology in his first few weeks in office, Trump was fulfilling a promise that had been articulated throughout his campaign. This was incontrovertible proof that culture war issues can win and lose elections; even many of those who despised Trump voted for him as a means to resist the careening juggernaut of wokeness. In its post-election analysis, the New York Times singled out a Republican advertisement which drew attention to Harris’s statement that all prison inmates identifying as transgender ought to have access to surgery. The tagline was: ‘Kamala is for they/them. President Trump is for you’. Although the writers of the article considered this a ‘seemingly obscure topic’, they were forced to admit its success. Even Trump’s aides had been astonished at the campaign’s popularity. According to the political action committee Future Forward, a group established to support the Democratic Party, this advertisement triggered a 2.7-point shift in favour of Trump among those who saw it. Inevitably, the New York Times misclassified the message as ‘anti-trans’, a ploy guaranteed to exacerbate the very resentment that made the slogan so effective in the first place. They had forgotten, or never knew, that trans activism in its current form is essentially authoritarian, because it seeks to foist a belief-system onto a population that does not share it.


The death rattles of the woke ideology have become so audible that they can no longer be gainsaid. Leftists politicians such as Democratic representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and the former US secretary of transportation Pete Buttigieg have quietly removed the pronouns from their social media profiles. Multiple sporting bodies have barred men who identity as women from competing in female categories. Gay rights groups are rejecting the forced teaming with divisive LGBTQIA+ campaigns. The Supreme Court of the United Kingdom has ruled that ‘sex’ means ‘biological sex’ for the purposes of equality law, meaning that men who identify as women have no legal right to enter women-only spaces; the Telegraph ran with the front-page headline ‘Trans women are not women’. Puberty blockers for the treatment of gender dysphoria in children have been banned indefinitely in the United Kingdom. This followed on from one of the most transformational developments in the culture wars: the Independent Review of Gender Identity Services for Children and Young People – typically known as the Cass Review – commissioned by the National Health Service (NHS) in 2020 and carried out by leading paediatrician Dame Hilary Cass, which was published in April 2024 (see Chapter 7). At last, the public had confirmation that there is a paucity of evidence for the efficacy of puberty blockers, and the reverberations are still being felt. Major medical bodies worldwide had been treating young patients on the basis of a superstitious and pseudo-scientific belief in ‘gender identity’ and unquestioningly practising the ‘gender-affirming’ model of healthcare (by which therapeutic treatment for gender dysphoria is rejected in favour of an automatic reinforcement that the patient has been ‘born in the wrong body’ and requires medical intervention). The goal of the Cass Review had been to elucidate the truth; it ended up being a wrecking ball to the delicate piñata of the new fundamentalism.


Statistical analysis of polling data by the Economist found that support for woke causes began to grow in 2015, peaked in 2021, and has been steadily declining ever since. Black Lives Matter is now a largely discredited movement. Although not centralised, many of its key figureheads have been exposed as fraudulent. Having raised over $90 million in the wake of the death of George Floyd, by May 2023 the Black Lives Matter Global Network Foundation was facing bankruptcy. One of its co-founders, Patrisse Cullors, was found to have spent $3.2 million on luxury homes, although she claimed these were private funds. Its tax filing of May 2022 revealed expenditure on luxury properties to the tune of $12 million, with significant sums paid to Cullors’s relatives for security services. After the massacre of civilians in southern Israel by Hamas on 7 October 2023, a Black Lives Matter affiliated organisation in Chicago posted ‘I stand with Palestine’ on social media along with an image of one of the terrorists who had committed the atrocity, identifiable due to the paraglider used in the attack. Anti-Israel protests across the Western world broke out, but the explicitly antisemitic tenor of some of the participants changed the nature of the debate. Palestine had become a compulsory talking point for the woke, but it appeared that racism was baked into the ideology.


A seemingly frivolous but perhaps equally revealing moment occurred when the car company Jaguar released a new advertisement campaign in November 2024. A short commercial showcased a number of flamboyant epicene models posing against a minimalist but colourful backdrop, with syntactically inelegant slogans appearing periodically on the screen, such as ‘live vivid’ and ‘delete ordinary’. No vehicles were featured, and it looked very much as though Jaguar was more interested in promoting the doctrine of DEI rather than selling cars. Inevitably, the company’s sales soon plummeted, but the significance was in the broader reaction. Like many woke initiatives, the concept was rooted in conformism masquerading as radicalism. A few diehard activists praised the company’s new direction, but the effort seemed forced; whimpers rather than cheers, the faintest borborygmi of an ageing beast. The overriding impression was one of fatigue. An advertisement that would have been standard fare in 2020 suddenly felt very dated.


So is woke truly at an end? Gentle reader, if you will indulge me, I would ask that you take a moment to envisage your author in sackcloth and sandals, staff in hand, standing upon a hillock to declare my prophecy: ‘the end of woke is nigh’. It is both melodramatic and almost certainly accurate. The influence of woke still lingers, of course, and the ideology will doubtless find a way to mutate and resurrect in some other guise. In addition, we are already seeing the rise of an ‘anti-woke’ contingent that may fill the vacuum. In seeking to re-establish the importance of freedom and liberal values, some leading figures of this predominately right-leaning counter-movement have now reached the conclusion that the only effective response to ‘wokery’ is a different kind of authoritarianism. As the saying has it, they hope to fight fire with fire, and as such have earned themselves the much-contested label of ‘the woke right’. Those of us who have taken a stance against the excesses of the illiberal left would be advised to be vigilant about the possibility of a backlash that will only guarantee the continuation of this culture war. We should be striving to return to a time when absurdities were treated with the indifference they deserve, and the shrill demands of a handful of ideologues were drowned out by the steady chorus of reason.


This present volume is intended to reflect these developments, and to show that the authoritarian impulse at the heart of wokeness is replicated wherever human beings succumb to ideological thinking. The culture war has been needlessly prolonged due to this common insistence that it can be reduced to a matter of party politics. As I shall propose, far from blaming the left for this ongoing societal upheaval, we must acknowledge that culture warriors exist across the political spectrum. This has never been a matter of left or right, but rather what John Stuart Mill in 1859 called the ‘struggle between Liberty and Authority’. My concern is how we reached this period of competing narratives and regressive tribal politics, where we might go next, and how we should learn from the recent past to guide us through the imminent future. It is an argument for the cooling of temperature, the detribalisation of politics, the acknowledgement that no group has all the answers. It is a reminder that we have as much to learn from our critics as they might learn from us, that there is a kernel of truth even in the most grievous falsehood, and that our agency is diminished if we insist on reciting someone else’s script.


Some of the arguments in this book might resonate, others will doubtless infuriate. The urge to dismiss perspectives that do not precisely align with our own is instinctive, but ultimately self-destructive. How you respond to this book will be a test of its thesis. This, I suppose, is a sly way of absolving myself of all responsibility if you do not enjoy it. A cynic might say that I have forged a career from the very ideology I so despise, and yet I would like nothing more than my commentary from the last five years to become obsolete. I am writing these words now in the sincere hope that we will soon reach the point where nobody will want to read them. If all goes to plan, the book you are holding in your hands will be little more than a historical curiosity. It might make a decent doorstop.
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Culture Warriors


[image: Illustration]


The Curse of Titania McGrath


The culture war is a story of imaginary hate. It has the quality of a nightmare, propelled by fear of the non-existent. Every reputable recent survey into attitudes towards minorities plainly reveals that the Western world has never been more tolerant. Neo-fascism is in terminal decline and its adherents have long been consigned to the penumbra of society. Yet somehow, between the early 2010s and the mid 2020s, an entire industry was concocted on the flimsy basis that ours is an irredeemably bigoted era with stormtroopers goose-stepping in every shadow. Perhaps the radical intersectional activist Titania McGrath summarised it best when she boasted that the definition of the word ‘Nazi’ had been successfully broadened to include anyone vaguely to the right of Karl Marx. ‘Although this is a great victory for the progressive cause’, she wrote, ‘it does mean that there are now more Nazis living in modern Britain than even existed in 1930s Germany.’


Titania McGrath is not real. I created her on Twitter in early 2018 to satirise an increasingly common brood of po-faced puritans who spend most of their time pontificating on social media, that digital crèche in which grown adults toss their half-baked opinions around like pies in the famous scene from Bugsy Malone (1976). I wanted to ridicule this irredeemably collectivist outlook, one that interprets any and all disagreement as evidence of evil, and values human beings for their race, gender and sexuality above their qualities as individuals. I had decided from the outset that Titania would be a slam poet, which would give me the opportunity to write some deliberately excruciating verse with unsubtle pious messaging. She would be ‘hay-racial’, meaning that her ethnic identity would fluctuate depending on the pollen count. She would have a ruthless, almost sociopathic quality which would mirror the hypocrisies of those fire-snorting acolytes of Critical Social Justice. She would represent everything about this powerful ideology that has regalvanised racial division and legitimised bullying. She would take aim at the nuclear family, claiming that ‘future generations will thank us if we successfully eliminate heterosexuality’. She would insist that the only way to prevent the rise of fascism was to empower the police to arrest people for their words and thoughts. As she wrote, ‘we shall only achieve true diversity in our society when everyone thinks in exactly the same way as me’.


It was Titania who dragged me into this maddening culture war. Suddenly I was following the example of Randle Patrick McMurphy in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1962), voluntarily immersing myself in a world of lunatics. When I was eventually ‘outed’ as the Dr Frankenstein to this online monster, I found myself writing articles and books on this subject, talking endlessly on podcasts, and hosting a weekly television show on GB News with a particular focus on woke issues. Prior to these developments, I had been perfectly content muddling along as a writer and comedian, with no aspirations whatsoever to venture into political commentary. Titania’s fame soared after she received what Twitter called a ‘permanent suspension’, a semantic contradiction which really meant that she had been banned for mocking the ‘wrong’ subjects. At the time, the ideological position of the executives at Twitter – and their dystopically named ‘Trust and Safety Council’ – was very much in lockstep with the woke movement. In the end, the ban only lasted for twenty-four hours, and Titania’s follower count exploded on her return. It was a manifestation of the ‘Streisand effect’, whereby censorship draws attention to the very thing it seeks to suppress. Yet Titania’s experience of being locked out of her Twitter account for a day had left its scars. She immediately published an article entitled: ‘I now understand how Nelson Mandela felt’.


Not everyone appreciated the joke. I was deluged by torrents of online venom and even direct threats of violence, which struck me as a needlessly histrionic form of comedy criticism. If these little Titanias had really hoped to disprove my point about their ferocity and intolerance, perhaps screaming abuse at a total stranger was not the optimal method. It is of course entirely natural to feel displeasure when one’s worldview is being derided. I still retain some sympathy for the journalist who suggested that copies of Titania’s first book would be given to every person in Hell, and that ‘lampooning the language of social justice is a cheap shot’. This critic was not the target audience; she was the target. If I were absorbed in an ideology that mistrusts humour and perceives that jokes have the potential to ‘normalise hate’, I would doubtless be similarly vexed by anyone who had the temerity to mock it. But that’s the trouble with religious convictions. However important they seem to our sense of personal identity, there is no guarantee that our icons will be protected from desecration by unbelievers. When Titania performed her live stage show in London’s West End in 2020 – played brilliantly by the actor Alice Marshall – she was awarded five stars in the right-leaning Daily Mail and one star in the left-leaning Guardian, which neatly encapsulated how her fans and detractors tended to divide along political lines. The Guardian’s critic even asked the question: ‘what are we laughing at?’ To which the only answer that springs to mind is: ‘you’.


Titania, like the culture war itself, was incredibly polarising. She was popular among those who had grown tired of this cruel and self-aggrandising ideology comprising of zealots who enjoyed the support of major corporations and yet still maintained that they were ‘anti-establishment’. On the other hand, those who were the subject of the satire tended not to be amused. Many took to social media to proclaim their indifference to Titania by compulsively tweeting about her. They were of course entitled to loathe the character, to claim they have a psychic insight into my motivations, and, above all, to find it desperately unfunny. As Titania points out, ‘If you find yourself laughing at comedy, it probably isn’t sufficiently progressive.’ Others bewailed it as a ‘one joke’ account, somehow misunderstanding that her monomania was precisely the point; she was a representation of activists who have a singular obsession and can only see the world through the narrowest of prisms.


One of the most common criticisms I faced was that I was attacking a straw man, and that no one like Titania existed either online or in the real world. Yet virtually every tweet she posted was taken seriously by respondents on Twitter. If she was so unrealistic, why did the customer service department at the NatWest bank reply in earnest when Titania complained that it was inciting violence against vegans? Why did Liz Wheeler, host of Tipping Point on One American News Network, invite Titania on to her show to discuss the problem of transphobia? After the 2024 United States election, Titania immediately took to X to write: ‘I just fired my immigrant housekeeper because even though I’d educated her about the evils of Donald Trump she still voted for him. There is no place for racism in my house.’ If this was so unfeasible, why did the Republican Senator Ted Cruz repost it along with the question: ‘Is this possibly real?’ In December 2021, the French magazine Le Point reported that one of Titania’s aphorisms had been retweeted approvingly by Rokhaya Diallo, France’s most renowned social justice activist. In January 2019, Titania promoted her debut book Woke: A Guide to Social Justice by tweeting: ‘I have written the most important book of 2019. Do not buy it for my sake, but for the sake of humanity.’ Private Eye, the United Kingdom’s leading satirical magazine, duly quoted her in their ‘Pseuds Corner’, a regular feature that ridicules the most pretentious statements made in any given week. They added a mocking cartoon, not realising that the woman they had quoted was a fictional creation. An email from the Private Eye offices to Titania’s publisher confirmed that they had ‘printed a quote from her book in error (misunderstanding the satire)’ and that its editor, Ian Hislop, ‘wanted to hold his hands up’. It is curious indeed when a satirical magazine is satirising a satirical character because they don’t realise that she’s satirical.


[image: Illustration]


Portrait of Titania McGrath by Lisa Graves.


As I have explained more times than I care to remember, the driving force behind Titania was my contempt for bullies. Far from being an exercise in ‘punching down’ – the most common accusation from critics – the target was the mostly bourgeois woke authoritarians who patronise and demean minorities while claiming to defend them. Moreover, she was an attempt to expose the inherent contradictions of a movement that had gulled so many genuinely liberal people into supporting causes that they would typically oppose. Consider the example of actor Kathy Burke, who in March 2022 wrote on Twitter: ‘I love being “woke”. It’s much nicer than being an ignorant fucking twat.’ In her Channel 4 documentary Kathy Burke: Growing Up (2023), she further argued that ‘woke’ simply refers to people who are neither racist nor homophobic, which would surely mean that the overwhelming majority of us would happily embrace the term. Thinking along similar lines, former Conservative prime minister Theresa May has declared herself to be ‘woke and proud’. In her memoir The Abuse of Power (2023), May cites the standard definition of ‘woke’ as ‘alert to racial or social discrimination and injustice’. ‘On that basis,’ she writes, ‘who would not want to be woke?’ But for those who have been on the receiving end of harassment and intimidation by activists who self-define as ‘woke’, it is clear this issue is not so straightforward. Do the likes of Burke and May genuinely support the widespread censorship of debate? Do they support the mutilation and sterilisation of children for being gender nonconforming? Do they support treating individuals according to the colour of their skin rather than the content of their character? Do they support the erosion of women’s rights and the shaming of gay people for their sexual orientation? As I shall show, these beliefs are at the core of what it now means to be ‘woke’, but it seems unlikely that either Burke or May would endorse any of these reactionary ideas.


This is entirely typical of those who weigh into the culture war without first attempting to grapple with the implications. Veteran human rights campaigner Peter Tatchell has consistently championed the notion of ‘gender identity’ – the most anti-gay ideology in living memory (see Chapter 7) – yet still thinks that his activism is pro-gay. The novelist Joyce Carol Oates has complained that Donald Trump’s executive order protecting women in sports proves that the ‘right wing is now stronger’ and that too many people are ‘roused to rage by transgender issues that affect virtually no one’. Yet a report by the United Nations revealed that 600 female athletes have lost at least 890 medals to men identifying into their category. In prisons, over 30 per cent of female inmates have been sexually abused and almost 60 per cent subjected to domestic violence; yet these women are now expected to share facilities with men. And all of this is before we get to the problem of rape crisis centres that have been open to males, the institutional medicalisation of predominately gay adolescents, and the confounding implications of the widespread denial of reality by those in authority (see Chapter 6). Far from affecting ‘virtually no one’, this issue affects virtually everyone.


Woke is gradually drawing to an end because the public is finally realising that its aims are not accurately reflected in the language of its proponents. Claims to be ‘anti-racist’ are all very well, until one realises that ‘anti-racism’ in its current form is a racially divisive endeavour. The language of activism is often intended to obfuscate rather than clarify. For instance, a poll carried out by Survation in August 2023 on behalf of Murray Blackburn Mackenzie, an Edinburgh-based policy analysis group, found that 40 per cent of respondents misunderstood the phrase ‘trans woman’ as referring to an individual who was born female but now identifies as male. This has not prevented the media class from adopting this confusing language in its reporting. The result has been that a significant proportion of the public ends up supporting ideas that are in direct opposition to its values.


This problem has been exacerbated by collusion between western governments and big tech to censor online speech, a sinister development that I shall explore in Chapter 5. In addition, activists have devised increasingly duplicitous schemes to smuggle their demands into legislation without the kind of scrutiny that would see them unravel. For instance, a report by the law firm Dentons called ‘Only adults? Good practices in legal gender recognition for youth’ – written in collaboration with the Thomson Reuters Foundation and the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer & Intersex Youth and Student Organisation (IGLYO) – suggests ways in which activists can affect changes in the law through clandestine means. The aim is to enable children to change their legal gender without parental consent. One recommendation for campaigners is to ‘Get ahead of the government agenda’, which involves publishing proposed legislation before the government has the opportunity to do so. Another is to ‘Tie your campaign to more popular reform’. The report offers the example of Ireland, Denmark and Norway, where unpopular reforms based on gender recognition were hitched to ‘more popular reforms such as marriage equality’. In other words, those who thought they were voting for the right to same-sex marriage had been conned into supporting an unrelated cause.


Perhaps the most disturbing recommendation in the Dentons report is that campaigners ‘Avoid excessive press coverage and exposure’. As the report explains, gender ideology has been built into law most successfully in countries where public understanding of the issues has been limited. Journalist James Kirkup’s summary of the report for the Spectator is damning in its candour:


A major international law firm has helped write a lobbying manual for people who want to change the law to prevent parents having the final say about significant changes in the status of their own children. That manual advises those lobbying for that change to hide their plans behind a ‘veil’ and to make sure that neither the media nor the wider public know much about the changes affecting children that they are seeking to make. Because if the public find out about those changes, they might well object to them.


It is a masterpiece of elitist Machiavellianism that would put Titania McGrath to shame.


Distractions


As this phase of the culture war trundles on towards its terminus, there are hordes of denialists at hand to reassure us that it was only ever a figment of our collective imagination. ‘There’s no actual “culture war”, is there?’, writes LBC talk-show host and culture warrior James O’Brien. ‘It’s just a new way of describing disagreements between people who hate racism and discrimination and people who love it.’ Labour Member of Parliament Ben Bradshaw warns us that we need ‘to resist the Tory culture war’, as though it had been concocted by the very party that presided over its worst excesses. Then there are those who claim that the culture war is a mere ‘distraction’, a baby rattle for the lower orders, the modern equivalent of the bread and circuses of Ancient Rome. Writing in the Scotsman, journalist Joyce McMillian claims that the Scottish National Party’s gender recognition reform bill is ‘being used as a culture-war distraction’. The Times columnist Matthew Parris insists that the ‘Why-Oh-Why War with Woke’ is ‘not a real culture war’, and if we ‘stop thinking about it, stop talking about it, it will finally go away’. Wishful thinking only explains so much. An ungenerous interpretation would be that all this talk of ‘distraction’ is a ploy to minimise the significance of the culture war, an approach likely to appeal to those who would prefer to see it prolonged. Perhaps the better explanation is that culture warriors have been very successful in misleading the public when it comes to their methods and objectives. The claim that the culture war is a ‘distraction’ is, in other words, a distraction.


The strategy is not unique to the left. In June 2024, the former Conservative Member of Parliament Dehenna Davison participated in a debate on BBC’s Newsnight regarding her party’s attempts to clarify the Equality Act to ensure that women’s rights were protected in law. Cabinet minister Kemi Badenoch had pointed out that it was necessary to make clear that the term ‘sex’ in the Equality Act did not incorporate ‘gender identity’, since the uncertainty was being exploited by those who insisted that men who identified as women ought not to be excluded from women-only spaces and services. When Davison was asked whether she welcomed Badenoch’s intervention, she replied: ‘I don’t at all. I think regrettably the debate around trans issues right now seems to be used as some kind of political football for this mythical culture war that the Conservative party seems to be fighting.’ This will come as a surprise to the disabled women who have been smeared as bigots for requesting female carers, or the female prisoners who are terrified of being accommodated with convicted rapists, or the victims of sexual assault being turned away from rape crisis centres because they feel uncomfortable speaking to a male counsellor. The Tory Reform Group seemed to approve of Davison’s position, posting on X: ‘The Conservative Party has to think very carefully about the type of campaign it wants to run, and the longer term impact of stoking culture wars. It is clear that voters are rejecting the politics of division. We must not run on “wedge issues” for a narrow core voter base alone.’ Few will be convinced that the rights of 51 per cent of the population qualifies as a ‘wedge issue’.


Former Labour strategist Alastair Campbell was quick to offer his contribution: ‘I’m sure the world of trade and business will take note that the actual Secretary of State for Trade and Business has decided that the biggest issue on her agenda on her first big election outing is the weaponisation of trans rights.’ As J. K. Rowling pointed out, Campbell seemed to be unaware that Badenoch was also the Minister for Women and Equalities, so it was hardly a stretch to suppose that women’s rights and the Equality Act fell within her remit. As Rowling put it: ‘Thanks once again for highlighting Labour’s complacency and indifference towards the rights of half the electorate.’ It is remarkable that so many well-meaning politicos have inadvertently implied that the rights of women simply do not matter. And while it is always prudent to take people at their word, the Himalayan quantity of evidence at this point makes it difficult to believe that anyone seriously maintains that the culture war is ‘mythical’. The charitable explanation is that Davison, Campbell and their ilk are simply ignorant of some of the most significant cultural developments over the past decade, from the fallout of the Black Lives Matter protests to the Scottish Hate Crime Bill to the campaigns of harassment against gender-critical feminists. Rather than accusing such commentators of dishonesty, we should not rule out the possibility that they generally avoid reading newspapers, watching television programmes, or speaking to anyone with an interest in current affairs.


The most common insinuation about those of us who criticise the culture war is that we are actively promoting it. No doubt there are a handful of commentators who have cynically exploited these controversies to forge a career as ‘anti-woke’ campaigners. But the suggestion that challenging wokeness is a universally self-serving enterprise is not only wrongheaded, it can often function as a ploy to delegitimise the liberal opposition by conflating it with the regressive old guard. With such widespread mistrust, how is the liberal-minded observer supposed to refute the anti-liberalism of culture warriors without being automatically branded as a ‘culture warrior’ himself?


It largely comes down to how the culture war ought to be defined. Many who are watching from the sidelines perceive it as a conflict between the zealots of the social justice movement and reactionaries who rail against ‘snowflakes’. The combatants in both factions appear to be extremely vocal but few in number, and most spectators are left bewildered as to how such sound and fury can signify so little. Yet beneath all the pabulum about schoolchildren self-identifying as cats and disputes over whether Lego is heteronormative, there is an ongoing civilisational struggle between liberty and authority. It is the difference between unlettered tabloid columnists and John Stuart Mill. It is to the advantage of those who wish to deny the existence of the culture war to conflate the two so that legitimate criticisms of authoritarian overreach or cancel culture can be dismissed as the frenzied boilerplate of the ‘PC gone mad brigade’. These tactics should not prevent genuine liberals from resisting those who seek to diminish our freedoms, and if that makes us antagonists in the culture war, then so be it.


This is not to deny the frivolity of much culture war discourse. It is, of course, eminently sensible to shrug off bitter screeds about vegan sausage rolls or reports of young people tweeting about how old sitcoms are ‘problematic’, that ubiquitous buzzword that has much the same effect as a harpy’s talons scraping along a blackboard. All conceivable opinions are available on social media if one searches long enough. Just as the devil can cite scripture for his purpose, so too a lazy journalist can quote the hordes of Facebook to confect some juicy clickbait. But these kinds of trivialities are often symptomatic of a much deeper cultural malaise. We may laugh at the University of Nottingham’s decision to apply a ‘trigger warning’ to Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (c. 1400), informing students that it contains potentially offensive ‘expressions of Christian faith’, or Sheffield University’s scheme to pay students £9.34 an hour to spy on their coevals and report them for ‘microaggressions’, but the proliferation of such measures is an authentic concern. It points to an increasingly infantilising tendency in higher education, one that accepts the dubious premise that words can be a form of violence and that adults require protection from ugly ideas. Worse still, it is related to growing demands that certain forms of speech must be curtailed by the state. In July 2023, for instance, a poll by Newsweek found that 44 per cent of Americans between the ages of 25 and 34 believe that ‘misgendering’ should result in criminal prosecution. Such developments are anything but a distraction. The ‘woke left’ promote the postmodernist belief that knowledge is a construct of power perpetuated oppressively through language, and therefore censorship by the state, big tech or mob pressure is fully justified. The ‘woke right’ take the view that censorship of obscenity or degeneracy is necessary to strengthen the moral core of society. Neither outcome will satisfy liberals.


When James Davison Hunter popularised the term ‘culture war’ in his book Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America (1991), he was describing tensions between religious and secular trends as well as alternative visions of the role of the family in society. He was using the term in its established sense, where any given ‘culture war’ has clearly demarcated and opposing goals, such as the conflict between Catholicism and secularism in the Kulturkampf of late nineteenth-century Germany. Hunter’s application of the term mapped neatly onto accepted distinctions of right versus left in American politics. Our present-day understanding of a ‘culture war’ is still predominately interpreted through this lens, but it is not so simple. The goals are certainly oppositional, but the terms are vaguely defined and often muddied further through obfuscation. The toxicity of the debates might testify to the frustration of participants in a conflict that they do not understand.


So why do so many of the key figures in this culture war deny that they are waging it? In part, this strategy is a means by which the defence of liberal values can be dismissed. In particular, the claim that it is a kind of ‘distraction’ amounts to an elaborate form of whataboutism. Contemporary critics of John Stuart Mill might well have argued that in writing On Liberty (1859) he was allowing himself to be distracted from more pressing causes. Why wasn’t he writing about social reform, for instance, or the Franco-Austrian war? Why, for that matter, was George Orwell so concerned with events in the Soviet Union at a time when apartheid was being implemented in South Africa? Similarly, while some economists ask why we are discussing climate change during a cost-of-living crisis, an environmentalist might well ask why we are discussing the cost-of-living crisis in the midst of climate change. The extent to which we are being ‘distracted’ is very much dependent on our individual priorities.


That is not to suggest that there are not important issues that are being neglected. Journalist Matthew Syed has observed the curious lack of interest in the possibility that we are facing self-annihilation due to our rapidly advancing technology. As he points out, in an age when the full sequence of the Spanish flu can be uploaded online and reconstructed in a laboratory, ‘how long before it is possible for a solitary fanatic to design and release a pathogen capable of killing millions, perhaps billions?’ And why, Syed asks, aren’t world leaders devoting time and money to confronting these existential threats? He writes persuasively, and I certainly share his concerns, but I part company when it comes to his diagnosis of our culture war as ‘a form of Freudian displacement’, that ‘the woke and anti-woke need each other to engage in their piffling spats as a diversion from realities they both find too psychologically threatening to confront’. Syed is right that there are some who specialise in the inconsequential, but there are many more who are undertaking in earnest the crucial task of halting the ongoing erosion of our freedoms. While living under authoritarian conditions might well be preferable to no existence at all, surely we can address these threats to humanity while at the same time advancing the case for social liberalism?


The liberal approach to redressing injustices is often dismissed as ‘anti-woke’. In The Counterweight Handbook (2024), an indispensable guide for employees facing ideological impositions in the workplace, author Helen Pluckrose laments that she is often characterised as an ‘anti-woke campaigner’ because it is not so cumbersome as ‘advocate of liberal approaches to social justice and critic of Critical approaches to social justice who nevertheless wants everyone to be free to hold and express whatever views they have (including woke ones) provided they don’t impose them on anybody else’. Needless to say, this is also an accurate summary of my own position.


In fact, ideas that have been so crassly reduced to ‘anti-woke’ have a long and illustrious history. We might look to Mary Wollstonecraft, Frederick Douglass, Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., Sojourner Truth and many others who understood that freedom of speech and individual liberties were fundamental to human progress. Identity politics in its current form is diametrically opposed to the ideals of these civilisational heroes. While many of today’s culture warriors promote polarising narratives of incompatible group identities, the proponents of universal liberalism – as embodied in the movements for black emancipation, second-wave feminism and gay rights – have always advanced individual rights in the context of our shared humanity. Far from being a distraction, then, our culture war cuts to the heart of what kind of society we wish to inhabit. While it continues to be misapprehended as a conflict between left and right, those of us who are urging vigilance when it comes to the preservation of our freedoms will continue to be mistrusted and maligned. The likes of Matthew Parris are free to assert that ignoring the agents of authoritarianism will make them ‘go away’, but I am not aware of any historical precedents that support this view. When it comes to the culture war, apathy is tantamount to surrender.


Beginnings


During my early adult life, I followed the expected gravitation towards left-wing politics, a feature of youth as inevitable as acne and a supercharged ego. As a small child I had admired the Conservative prime minister Margaret Thatcher, but that was probably more to do with her immaculate perm and enviable handbags. I was soon assured by my friends and teachers that she was a hellhound in human form, an escapee from Pandemonium who had clawed her way through the ogres and cambions of the Tory party to emerge triumphantly as leader. I was thenceforth ‘left-wing’; not because I had given it any real thought, but rather that it was the fashionable way to be. It was as compulsory as having to pretend to be interested in football to avoid being beaten up.


Yet there was something instinctive about my political leanings that cannot be explained away simply by peer pressure. Even as a stripling in primary school, I always believed that the mark of a civilised society is how it treats its most vulnerable. Anti-gay comments were ubiquitous, of course, as one would expect from a convent school in the 1980s, but racism baffled me. As I grew up, my economic instincts veered leftwards. Proportionate taxation made a great deal of sense to me, and I was proud that we supported the underprivileged by means of our welfare state. Above all, from an early age I harboured a suspicion of authority, and in particular those strange giants knowns as ‘teachers’, who wielded power in their cumbersome, red-faced way. All children loathe injustice above all things; the cry of ‘that’s not fair’ is the most common refrain of the playground. On one occasion, at the age of four, I was beaten with a shoe by our headmistress, Sister Hilda, as a punishment for breaking a window. It’s a vivid memory that has never faded, probably because it was painful and humiliating in equal measure. I suppose the intention was to teach me to control my temper, but all it did was leave me with a lifelong mistrust of nuns.


It could be argued that my dedication to liberalism is one of those unexamined instincts that we retain throughout our lives. Yet nothing I have read or heard since childhood has persuaded me that the liberal approach is not the most just and effective engine of a civilised society. Moreover, as I have argued, the conflict between liberty and authority has become a far more effective framework by which to interpret the culture wars than the dichotomy of left and right. These political designations date from the National Assembly established in the aftermath of the French Revolution. Members who felt that the power of the king ought to be circumscribed sat to the left of the assembly’s president, those who did not sat to the right. The historian Marcel Gauchet has outlined the subsequent ‘long drawn-out process that lasted more than three quarters of a century’, but by the beginning of the twentieth century the association of the ‘right’ with traditional values and the ‘left’ with progressive reform was firmly established. The rise of the woke movement and its concomitant anti-woke equivalent has destabilised these terms to the point of irrelevance. Many people whose socialist credentials could not be more well established have been dismissed as ‘right-wing’, ‘far right’ or ‘fascist’ simply for insisting on the importance of evidence-led analysis and free speech. We are all swamped in the accretions of this ideology irrespective of whether we come from the left or the right, or accept its tenets or not. One’s position on gender self-identification, structural racism, the efficacy of the lockdowns, environmentalism, or any of the other culture war topics, is now commonly deemed a marker of where one is situated on the political spectrum. Opposition to gender self-identification in law, for instance, is deemed ‘right-wing’, in spite of the fact that it was a Conservative prime minister, Theresa May, who promised to introduce legislation that would enable such a policy. For all the Conservative Party’s much-vaunted ‘war on woke’, its members have been in charge for the entire period of its ascendency.


These circumstances have birthed some strange alliances. Many left-wing feminists are now writing for right-wing publications. Lifelong Labour voter and women’s rights campaigner Julie Bindel has hit back at critics who claim that she has betrayed the leftist cause by writing for the right-leaning Daily Mail. In July 2021, she wrote on Twitter: ‘Instead of asking me, “Why are you writing for the Mail” ask why the Guardian won’t publish this stuff?’ (Appended to the post was a link to her article about a female prisoner who was sexually assaulted by a male inmate.) This phenomenon is not restricted to the sphere of journalism. In Parliament, cross-party alliances on some of these issues occur with greater frequency. During her period as a sitting Labour MP, Rosie Duffield’s views on the dangers of gender identity ideology were far closer to that of many of her Conservative opponents than the majority of her own party. Whereas it was once possible to agree on how ‘left’ and ‘right’ were defined, such unanimity no longer exists.


That culture warriors were seeking to sabotage our liberal consensus during the woke era is now beyond doubt. Many of their enterprises seemed needlessly carping and divisive. After the Brexit referendum of June 2016 was broadly misinterpreted as evidence of widespread racism (see Chapter 2), a campaign began in which enlightened members of the public were invited to show solidarity with ethnic minorities by wearing safety pins, usually on lapels or somewhere similarly prominent. The display was an example of what came to be known as ‘virtue signalling’, and was roundly mocked, even by those who supported the cause. After Donald Trump’s victory a few months later, there was an attempt to replicate the trend in America, and the response was likewise contemptuous. Activist Christopher Keelty wrote a piece for the Huffington Post entitled ‘Dear white people, your safety pins are embarrassing’, and offered numerous other suggestions of how to be ‘a better ally’. Although himself white, Keelty could not see racial groups as anything other than homogenous monoliths of identical tendencies and collective responsibilities. ‘Let me explain something, white people,’ he wrote, with all the certainty and dogmatism we have come to expect from identitarian homilists. ‘We just fucked up. Bad. We elected a racist demagogue who has promised to do serious harm to almost every person who isn’t a straight white male, and whose rhetoric has already stirred up hate crimes nationwide.’ That many ethnic minority individuals supported Trump and many white people opposed him seemed to escape his notice. With the death of woke, virtue signalling through the medium of safety pins might strike us as outlandish. But at the height of the movement’s power, it was fairly typical.


For instance, in 2018, the Evelina Children’s Hospital in London implemented the NHS ‘rainbow badge’ scheme, by which staff who wished to show their support for ‘LGBT+’ patients could be more visible. By 2019, the scheme had been rolled out to 61 per cent of NHS trusts. Of course, very few of those who wore the badges will have done so out of a genuine faith in genderism. Rather than acting as a symbol of solidarity, it was more likely to be an apotropaic gesture to keep angry activists at bay. Surely our default assumption must be that medical staff are not homophobic or prepared to discriminate on the basis of how patients choose to identify? In the same way, why should one feel compelled to wear a safety pin to communicate a positive attitude towards other racial groups? The depletion of trust during the culture war had resulted in an unfounded generalised expectation that tolerance was an aberration rather than the norm. This would explain why the search engine Google began adding notes to results for restaurants in late 2024 to specify whether they were ‘LGBTQ+ friendly’. It is difficult to imagine any business turning away potential customers on the basis of their sexual orientation, so the necessity for these details seemed highly dubious. From a restaurateur’s point of view, surely the only discriminating factor is whether or not you can afford to pay for your meal.


Stories of this kind are often branded as ‘woke’, but the term is highly contentious. Those who regularly use the word – as a form of self-identification, a pejorative, or simply as a means to describe a belief-system – tend to do so without consideration of the multiple ways in which it is interpreted. Take the opinion piece that appeared in the Guardian in April 2024 under the headline ‘“Woke” isn’t dead – it’s entered the mainstream. No wonder the right is furious’. Its author, Gaby Hinsliff, showed no sign of having attempted to understand the various meanings of the term or how it has mutated over the years. The comprehensive Cass Review into gender identity services in England published in April 2024 offers a case in point (see Chapter 7). Hinsliff understands in some vague way that the lack of evidence of ‘gender medicine’ and the sterilisation of healthy children, outlined in detail in this landmark review, has come about due to the rise of the woke ideology. Yet her understanding of the term means that she ends up conflating this grotesque medical scandal with the closure of vegan restaurants and the declining popularity of oat milk. This is precisely the kind of semantic confusion that the professional blusterers at the Guardian are usually so eager to criticise.


Hinsliff defines woke as ‘the broader push for social, racial and environmental justice’, but misses an important qualification. To this formulation, it would be accurate to add the words: ‘by authoritarian means’. To take one example, let’s consider the woke response to the phenomenon of ‘cultural appropriation’, the adoption of traditional elements of another culture without respect for their original significance. In August 2020, there was a backlash against the singer Adele for wearing her hair in Bantu knots around the time of the Notting Hill Carnival (suspended that year due to Covid-19 restrictions). Many critics felt that, as a white woman, Adele had no right to emulate African cultural hairstyles and was guilty of ‘blackfishing’. One writer for Glamour magazine argued that white artists ‘need to understand the historical context and sensitivities around this topic and culture’. This kind of criticism does not in itself qualify as ‘woke’ because, although it shares an emphasis on the policing of racial differences, it lacks the authoritarian aspect.


Compare this to poet and teacher Jaspreet Kaur’s passionate arguments against cultural appropriation in her book Brown Girl Like Me (2022), in which a ‘top-down approach’ to social change is proffered:


One of the problems with tackling cultural appropriation is there is a lack of legal framework to address when cultural appropriation takes place, especially by multinational corporations and businesses, which leaves communities without guidance or protection. There are laws against speeding, drug use and littering, and we know that these things are next to impossible to enforce. Yet the fact that these laws exist reinforces the idea that society disapproves of these activities, and they act as a deterrent. If cultural appropriation was recognised as similarly harmful, the law would at least attempt to assign rights and set guidelines for behaviour.


The key distinction between the liberal and the woke case for social justice is that the former agitates for change through discussion, debate and protest, while the latter seeks changes to the law in order to enforce a particular worldview. Let’s take another example from left-wing commentator Laurie Penny:


I am done pretending that the good intentions of white patriarchy are more important than the consequences enacted on the bodies of others. Good intentions aren’t the issue here. Feel free to be as racist as you like in the privacy of your own heart, if you can live with yourself, but not – and this is very important – in the privacy of your own house.


It is refreshing to read such an explicit rejection of the principle of free speech, given that most of those who oppose it are rarely so candid. The journalist Carlos Maza has been similarly forthcoming, arguing that free speech ‘was, and is, an unmitigated disaster . . . every piece of evidence points to the fact that we need really aggressive government regulation of speech platforms’. The liberal response to racism and other forms of prejudice is to challenge robustly, not to censor. The woke take a different view.


For all that the woke movement has attracted bullies who are able to machinate beneath a mask of virtue, I do not doubt that many of these activists are well intentioned and genuinely believe that they are fighting for a better world. I too would like to see an end to racism and injustice, but I do not for one moment imagine it is a realistic aim given the imperfectability of human nature, and nor do I suppose that the erosion of free speech and liberal values is the best way to attempt it. On the contrary, the only successful and provable method of curbing racism and other forms of injustice has been the liberal approach. Sadly, this is the very method that the woke have been so determined to scupper. To put it simply, woke social justice and liberal social justice have always been diametrically opposed.


In the pursuit of truth and the settling of disputes, the liberal system offers the most effective means of sifting through the wheat and the chaff. The author and journalist Jonathan Rauch has suggested five answers to the question of ‘how to sort true beliefs from the “lunatic” ones’. These are:


The Fundamentalist Principle: Those who know the truth should decide who is right.


The Simple Egalitarian Principle: All sincere persons’ beliefs have equal claims to respect.


The Radical Egalitarian Principle: Like the simple egalitarian principle, but the beliefs of persons in historically oppressed classes or groups get special consideration.


The Humanitarian Principle: Any of the above, but with the condition that the first priority be to cause no hurt.


The Liberal Principle: Checking of each by each through public criticism is the only legitimate way to decide who is right.


As Rauch argues, ‘the last principle is the only one which is acceptable’, and yet it is the authoritarian solution that is becoming more mainstream. The recent hate speech law in Scotland, the proposed equivalent in Ireland which very nearly passed through Parliament, and the last Conservative government’s various efforts to curb peaceful protest, all point to a disturbing trend (see Chapter 5). In February 2022, the Canadian prime minister Justin Trudeau imposed draconian measures on truckers who were peacefully protesting against the cross-border vaccine mandate between Canada and the United States which was having a detrimental impact on their livelihoods. Under the aegis of the Emergencies Act, never previously used, Trudeau ordered a police crackdown and even froze the bank accounts of some of those participating in what became known as the ‘Freedom Convoy’. A court later ruled that such an abuse of power was unjustified, but the overt nature of Trudeau’s authoritarian approach was startling. One Canadian Liberal Member of Parliament, Ya’ara Saks, even claimed that the truckers honking their horns in support of the cause were communicating a clandestine fascist signal, and that ‘Honk Honk’ was a code for ‘Heil Hitler’.


All of this, of course, came about because many decent people were hoodwinked into believing that wokeness was – to recall Hinsliff’s definition – simply a ‘broader push for social, racial and environmental justice’, rather than an essentially authoritarian philosophy. Given that the stakes could hardly be higher, we do require accessible terminology to describe the fundamental aspects of this ideology that wreaked so much havoc on the Western world and from which we are only now recovering. The common formulation of ‘woke left’ is not wholly satisfactory because to conflate ‘woke’ and ‘left-wing’ is misleading. Of course, the origins of the movement lie in the theories of the Frankfurt School and the Marxian theorists responsible for the ‘cultural turn’, that moment when group identity superseded class as the defining feature of revolutionary struggle. I have outlined this history at length in my book The New Puritans and will not repeat myself here. Suffice to say that although the woke ideology has certainly been promoted and enforced by those who identify as left-wing, and although the philosophical origins of the movement can be traced to leftist thinkers, its rejection of class consciousness and its essentially capitalistic timbre make it difficult to describe as ‘left-wing’ in any meaningful sense. Its practitioners’ weapon of choice, what we colloquially refer to as ‘cancel culture’, mostly preys upon those without the financial means to protect themselves. Wealthy individuals cannot be ‘cancelled’, which means that woke activists disproportionately end up attacking the poor. Moreover, in disputes over DEI initiatives in the workplace, or the imposition of ‘unconscious bias’ training, woke operatives invariably side with corporate bodies over individual workers. The impact of the woke movement, in other words, has been the empowerment of the richest in society. We might fudge the matter by designating the woke as ‘left-wing capitalists’, but this is certainly not the revolution anticipated by Marx and Engels. As such, my use of ‘woke left’ will specifically relate to self-identified leftists who perceive the tenets of Critical Social Justice to be an inherent corollary of their value system, while acknowledging that the shorthand is far from ideal.


The list of victims of cancel culture is endless, but a handful of examples will be sufficient to make the point.


•  In June 2019, BBC Books removed the writer Gareth Roberts from a Dr Who short story anthology because he expressed his view that the trans activist movement reinforces demoded gender stereotypes.


•  In December 2021, choreographer Rosie Kay was compelled to resign from her own dance company after an investigation process that began because she expressed her gender-critical views at a gathering with dancers at her own home. Although she had cooked a meal and invited the company to her house, some of those present took it upon themselves to report her to the board.


•  In 2018, barrister Allison Bailey, a lesbian with a long history of gay activism, raised concerns about her chambers’ decision to join Stonewall’s Diversity Champions Programme due to its uncritical stance on gender self-identification. As a result, she was labelled as ‘transphobic’ by Garden Court Chambers, which publicly announced that Bailey was under investigation. Bailey later won a court case for discrimination.


•  In 2018, the children’s author Rachel Rooney published a book called My Body is Me!, which challenged sexist stereotypes and promoted a positive self-image for children. It was branded ‘transphobic’ and Rooney was subjected to a campaign of harassment by figures in the publishing industry. Some bookshops capitulated to activists and stopped stocking her work, and her publisher told her to stop expressing her opinions on the subject.


•  In June 2023, it was reported that Sybil Ruth, an editor at Cornerstones literary consultancy, was dropped because of her gender-critical views. Following an employment tribunal, she received an apology and substantial damages.


•  In October 2023, Newcastle United fan Linzi Smith was banned from the football club’s stadium for three seasons for her belief that sex is immutable and that men should not have access to women’s changing rooms or compete in women’s sports. In addition to her ban, she was investigated by a secret unit at the Premier League, who created a dossier on what they described as their ‘target’. They attempted to find her home address, assessed photographs from her social media accounts, and even downloaded images in which Smith could be seen walking her dog.


•  In 2021, the actor James Dreyfus was dropped from the audio range of Dr Who stories for signing a letter to Stonewall – the foremost LGBT charity in Great Britain – calling for an open and respectful debate on the subject of gender identity ideology and its impact on the rights of women and gay people. The company not only dropped him, but erased his episodes from a compilation in which he was meant to be featured.


•  In April 2021, trainee psychotherapist James Esses was ousted from his master’s course at the Metanoia Institute in London, and removed as a counsellor for the youth charity Childline, after he created an online petition against the proposed ban on ‘trans conversion therapy’ which may have seen the criminalisation of therapists treating children for gender dysphoria. The Metanoia Institute eventually apologised and admitted that it had violated its own internal appeal policies by expelling him without a hearing.


•  In November 2021, social worker Rachel Meade was sanctioned by her employer Social Work England because of gender-critical posts she had shared and liked on Facebook. This led to her being suspended on charges of gross misconduct by Westminster City Council. Meade later won her claim for discrimination against her employer and the judge ruled that the disciplinary procedure amounted to harassment.


We have grown accustomed to associating cancel culture with the left, but that does not mean that the same tactics are not employed by the right. After the attempted assassination of Donald Trump and the murder of retired fire chief Corey Comperatore at a rally in Butler, Pennsylvania in July 2024, there were the inevitable gloating comments from political partisans. Some expressed what appeared to be genuine irritation that the gunman had missed his target, while the less imaginative repeated the identical joke: ‘Make America Aim Again’. For such activists, confidence in their own compassion seems to bear an inverse relationship to their capacity for empathy. Elon Musk, who had acquired Twitter in October 2022 for $44 billion and later rebranded the platform as X, was inundated with complaints about these kinds of posts. Many were from Republican users demanding censorship, and Musk felt obliged to respond:


We have recently received many requests to suspend or otherwise impact accounts on the left.


However, X is a free speech platform that aspires to give equal voice to all, within the bounds of the law.


This is what we will do.


The existence of right-wing cancel culture became apparent when an employee at the retail chain Home Depot was filmed at work by a stranger questioning her about a recent Facebook post regarding the assassination attempt. She had written: ‘To [sic] bad they weren’t a better shooter!!!!!’ The video went viral and she was fired. Her words may express an ugly flippancy about the sanctity of human life, but they do not come close to the threshold for incitement to violence. This is likely a worker on a minimum wage and not somebody who can afford to be unemployed, let alone endure the ongoing stigma of such a targeted online campaign. Her detractors might just have easily responded with criticism, or blocked her account, or simply ignored her. There’s a very good reason why the singer Nick Cave described cancel culture as ‘mercy’s antithesis’.


As emotions are running high, the need to lash out is understandable but unjustifiable. It seems grossly unfair to penalise people for mistakes that would in usual circumstances be almost instantly forgotten. The gravamen of these complaints seems to be that no company would wish to associate with ‘that kind of person’, and so by revealing their true natures they have surrendered their right to be employed. This is to reduce humanity to the woke’s preferred template of Good versus Evil. It is simply not the case that we exist as players in some elaborate cosmic morality play, where good people say good things and bad people say bad things. It is perfectly possible that the woman fired from Home Depot might later have regretted her words, perhaps written unthinkingly in the heat of the moment. Even if she hadn’t, is public shaming really the answer?


Those calling for cancellations might want to ask themselves a simple question. If all the private messages they had ever sent were suddenly uploaded online for everyone to see, would they be happy with that? Are they really so pure that no statement they have made in the past could be weaponised against them? A famous Nazarene once put it this way: ‘Let him who is without sin cast the first stone’. In one of the more high-profile cases, the actor and musician Jack Black announced the cancellation of his Tenacious D tour after fellow band member Kyle Gass made a joke about the assassination attempt at a show in Sydney. While blowing out the candles of a birthday cake on stage, he made the wish: ‘Don’t miss Trump next time’. Black later wrote on Instagram that he ‘would never condone hate speech or encourage political violence in any form’. Yet even those who consistently and explicitly take joy in the suffering and deaths of their political opponents have the right to free speech. It seems unlikely, however, that Gass falls into this category. It is far more plausible that he was simply indulging in a tasteless joke.


The amorphous term ‘woke’ has proved to be an effective shorthand because, once someone is so described, it is not difficult to outline their views on all subjects relating to politics and culture. This set of beliefs, disparate and yet connected, has become known colloquially as ‘the omni-cause’. It explains why Greta Thunberg, a kind of modern version of the child saints of medieval Christendom, was able to shift from environmental activism to anti-Israel campaigning so seamlessly. It is why there is no need to ask someone wearing a ‘Progress Pride’ lanyard whether they support ‘taking the knee’ for Black Lives Matter. Extinction Rebellion co-founder Stuart Basden has argued that his movement ‘isn’t about the climate’, but is concerned with overturning white supremacy, the patriarchy, Eurocentrism, heteronormativity and class hierarchy. Or, as another activist insists: ‘Environmental justice is the intersection of both social justice and environmentalism, where the inequity in environmental degradation is also considered’. Endorsement of any of these causes implies support for the others and, although there are doubtless exceptions, they are remarkably rare. It would take an unprecedented surge of independent spirit for the true believer to break his programming.


The Woke Left


For those who self-identify as being ‘on the right side of history’, there is a sense that Western civilisation itself is a cancer that must be destroyed. It has been built on heteronormative, white-supremacist and cis-patriarchal power structures that perpetuate injustice and bolster the elites. This fundamental precept of the omni-cause explains activists’ hostility to the arts, a point that many have noticed but few find comprehensible. To take one example of many, in October 2022 members of environmental campaign group Just Stop Oil entered the National Gallery in London and doused Vincent van Gogh’s Sunflowers in tomato soup. The two young women who vandalised the painting knew that the footage would go viral, and that commentators like me would mention them in our books. While they were being filmed, one of the activists posed a rhetorical question: ‘Are you more concerned about the protection of a painting or the protection of our planet and people?’ Her accent was plummy and clipped. No great shock there; we have grown accustomed to being hectored about oppression by the most privileged in society. Such events bring to mind one of the few extant fragments of work by the Ancient Greek dramatist Menander. In a scene from The Apparition, a slave berates his youthful master. ‘You are too well-off,’ he says, ‘your whole life is sleep. What is wrong with you is that you have no genuine troubles, so you need an imaginary cure. You had better take up religion.’ He might have been speaking to virtually all young people who turn to wokism in their search for meaning.


Attacks on art have such a visceral effect because we understand that they represent a repudiation of human civilisation. For intersectional activists, art and literature are merely further manifestations of the will to power. We have seen this in recent trends in criticism, by which art is judged on the basis of whether or not it is sufficiently intersectional or diverse. Faced with a piece as monumental as Pablo Picasso’s Guernica (1937), could these activists see anything other than the labour of a misogynist who mistreated his wives and mistresses, a tribute to oppressive patriarchal systems of control? Consider the lack of scruples of the activist who smeared cake on to Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa in the Louvre in May 2022. ‘Think of the planet!’ he cried. ‘There are people who are destroying the planet!’ One witness reported that the Mona Lisa vandal had attempted to break the protective glass in an effort to damage the painting itself. We are dealing with a catastrophising mindset that sees art as little more than a futile hobby, a distraction from the greater mission. The activists at the National Gallery said as much themselves. To them, Sunflowers is just ‘a painting’.


Those who are sympathetic to Just Stop Oil’s cause were quick to defend these actions, and to note that the painting sustained no damage due to its glass covering. ‘Spilling soup on glass isn’t a major offence,’ one person tweeted. ‘Personally it moved me,’ said another. ‘I thought, hell, I really hope humans can see this painting in a thousand years’ time. They won’t if civilisation is destroyed by floods.’ The gut-churning impact of the sight of a desecrated masterpiece is precisely the point. The activists intend to unsettle, and in most cases they succeed. Damage has thus far been limited, precisely because the targets tend to be the most famous works which are therefore shielded, but the same cannot be said for many of our greatest treasures. How long before an activist sets fire to a Titian, or carves political slogans into a Botticelli with a penknife? If you think that such philistinism is beyond them, you have not understood the soullessness of their creed. The destruction of art is always an authoritarian act, which is perhaps why it is so appealing to present-day activists who see the values of Western civilisation as essentially toxic. I have no doubt that the foot-soldiers of the Taliban who demolished the Buddha statues of Bamiyan in March 2001 felt much the same way.


While devotees to the omni-cause disdain Western culture, they are enamoured by Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI), a decidedly Western industry that rakes in $8 billion annually. So pervasive is this doctrine that even the universities of Oxford and Cambridge announced in January 2025 a move away from ‘traditional’ examinations towards a ‘more diverse and inclusive range of assessments’ that may have the effect of boosting the grades of students from minority racial backgrounds. The new policies include open-book examinations and take-home papers. The Telegraph reported that this initiative has come about ‘as universities face pressure to close the gap between the number of firsts and 2:1 degrees given to white, middle-class students compared with other groups’. While it is true that ethnic minorities are far more likely to come from poorer backgrounds, this does not explain why working-class people are deemed incapable of performing as well as their peers. Those educated in private schools do enjoy a huge advantage, but this is a problem that can be addressed through improvements to the education system and the admissions process. Applying different standards to students according to their skin colour helps precisely no one. It leaves racial minorities in a lamentable situation whereby there is now widespread suspicion that their achievements have only come about due to preferential treatment. This degrades their talents and accomplishments, all of which would be unimpeachable in a purely meritocratic system. One can only imagine how racial minority students will react to being patronised in this way.


These kinds of racialised policies are often strangely inconsistent. They rarely apply to Asian Pacific students who are considered to be ‘white-adjacent’ because of their disproportionate rates of success. For example, in November 2020, the North Thurston Public School in Washington published its ‘equity report’ in which Asian Americans were disqualified from the category of ‘students of color’. In doing so, they were making the racist implication that academic achievement is a specifically white trait. Of course, if Asian students were to be included, the narrative of systemic racism would be more difficult to maintain. At Ivy League universities, Asian applicants have faced routine discrimination insofar as they have been expected to attain higher test scores to qualify. The Guardian has described these as ‘race-conscious admissions’ intended ‘to raise the number of Black, Hispanic and other underrepresented minority students at selective US higher education colleges and universities’. Activists who have decried ‘systemic racism’ even in cases where there is no evidence of its existence nonetheless seem perfectly content to cheer on an authentically and verifiably racist system. In June 2023, the United States Supreme Court ruled that such policies were unconstitutional and effectively put ‘race-conscious’ criteria to an end, another sure step on the pathway to the end of woke.


At the heart of the DEI industry is the belief that all inequalities of outcome are evidence of systemic racism. The activist Ibram X. Kendi has explicitly argued that ‘racial inequality is evidence of racist policy’ and has called for an amendment to the United States constitution to enshrine this belief. This contention is rooted in faith rather than evidence; hence his reference to racism as America’s ‘original sin’. The term ‘equity’ so closely resembles ‘equality’ that many have been duped by DEI experts into supposing them to be synonymous. In truth, ‘equity’ necessitates treating people unequally in order to equalise identity-based outcomes. It is therefore the precise opposite of ‘equality’, just as ‘diversity’ actually means ‘political homogeneity’ and ‘inclusion’ means ‘exclusion of non-conformists’. As I have argued many times before, the culture war is really about language and who gets to control the meaning of words. The prevalence of DEI did not come about because it is the best system, but rather because its practitioners use slippery terminology that operates as a Trojan Horse, sneaking in regressive ideas under the cover of progressivism.


These beliefs are rooted in the notion of victimhood and oppression, and so statistics that deviate from inconvenient truths must be disregarded. This explains why the Labour government promised to implement a Race Equality Act, unveiled in February 2024, to ensure that those from ethnic minorities are entitled to ‘full right to equal pay’, somehow not realising that this has been enshrined in law since 1965. As Conservative Party leader Kemi Badenoch has pointed out, ‘Labour’s proposed new race law will set people against each other and see millions wasted on pointless red tape. It is obviously already illegal to pay someone less because of their race. The new law would be a bonanza for dodgy, activist lawyers.’ Labour is taking its lead from critical theories of race in assuming that all disparities in outcome are evidence of systemic racism. This position was challenged in the report by the Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities, published in March 2021, which found that there was no evidence whatsoever that the legal and educational systems of the United Kingdom were rigged against minorities. Activists were so furious that the facts went against their narrative that the commission’s chairman, Tony Sewell, was compared to Joseph Goebbels and the Ku Klux Klan. These privileged and predominately white woke activists apparently have little patience for black people who do not know their place.


The woke left’s fixation with race has led to some markedly retrograde outcomes. For instance, activists at SOAS (formerly the School of Oriental and African Studies) in London have demanded that the discipline of Philosophy be ‘decolonised’ to reduce the influence of dead white men such as Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. Those who are obsessed with identity can apparently see little else. Kathryn Yusoff, a professor of Geology at Queen Mary University in London, has argued in her book Geologic Life (2024) that the study of rocks is ‘riven by systemic racism’, and that ‘black, brown, and indigenous subjects’ have ‘an intimacy with the earth that is unknown to the structural position of whiteness’. Does this grievance, seemingly intellectualised into existence from the flimsiest gossamer, bear any comparison to genuinely racist systems such as the segregation that existed in the Antebellum South?


Similarly tenuous claims about systemic racism have been made about the oppressive quality of the British countryside. In its 2024 report on ‘racism relating to climate change, environment, and rural affairs’, the Welsh government concluded that certain racial groups ‘face barriers created by exclusions and racism preventing them from fully participating in “environmental” activities’. In testimony presented to Parliament, the charity group Wildlife and Countryside Link asserted that the countryside was ‘dominated by white people’ and influenced by ‘racist colonial legacies’. A report by Climate Cymru BAME, published on the government’s website in November 2024, highlighted the ‘barriers faced by minority ethnic people when visiting green spaces’ and recommended the creation of ‘dog-free areas’ in parks on the basis that some ethnic minorities are troubled by the animals. This story seemed almost designed to agitate the tabloids, and inevitably there were numerous articles of the ‘PC gone mad’ variety. In truth, the Welsh government did not act upon this recommendation. As I have argued, this kind of media pantomime enables supporters of woke authoritarianism to dismiss legitimate concerns as reactionary. The issue here is not a frivolous debate about whether dogs are bigots, but the fact that a government is subscribing to an ideology whose key goals are racial division and the curbing of free speech. While the clowns are dancing in the circus, the ringmaster is reaping the rewards.


We saw this scenario recur throughout the era of woke, with media outlets luxuriating in asinine stories while failing to address the underlying cultural significance. For instance, a sightseeing guide issued by Transport for London maintained that gardens are racist and full of ‘problematic plant life’, with wisteria specifically cited as having colonial roots. The guide singled out Myatt’s Field Park, named after nineteenth-century rhubarb producer Joseph Myatt. Its authors explained that although rhubarb is not racist in and of itself, its popularity as an ingredient in desserts had increased due to the importation of sugar and, since sugar is associated with the slave trade, rhubarb is therefore racist-adjacent. Ellie Harrison, a presenter of the BBC’s environmental television show Countryfile, found herself in similarly agonised contortions over this kind of media-friendly crackpottery. ‘In asking whether the countryside is racist,’ she wrote, ‘then yes it is; but asking if it’s more racist than anywhere else – maybe, maybe not.’ An article appeared in the Guardian soon after that was more conclusive, insisting that ‘the British countryside remains a distinctly white and often intimidating place for BAME communities’. A piece in the Metro echoed this sentiment, claiming that the countryside was ‘shaped by colonialism’ and therefore is ‘unwelcoming to people of colour’. As evidence of the article’s central thesis, it was accompanied by a cartoon illustration of three white people scowling at a black woman while standing in a meadow. One may as well sketch a shiny goblet and claim it as evidence of the discovery of the Holy Grail.


It’s a neat strategy. This kind of coverage effectively goads the tabloids into outrage, which enables the woke left to then claim that the right are getting upset about nonsense such as racist gardens, even though the origin of the story was theirs. Yet when something as innocuous as the countryside can be weaponised for identitarian politics, it is surely unreasonable to expect journalists not to take the bait. In 2023, Kew Gardens launched its ‘Queer Nature’ project, a celebration of diversity in art, plants and fungi, which sought to draw connections between plants and LGBTQ+ communities. It sounds like the sort of story I would invent for satirical purposes, but when quizzed on the purpose of the project by a member of the public, the official Kew Gardens account on X responded by asserting that ‘plants and flowers have often been associated with queer identities, both positively and negatively, and this will be explored in the Queer Nature festival by amplifying queer voices through art, allowing for new conversations’. Another post explained that ‘while the basic system of reproduction in lots of plants involves the fusion of male and female gametes, some individual plants do not neatly fit into binaries’. While it is true that most flowering plants are hermaphrodites, it should be noted – for those who have missed it – that human beings are not plants.


So why all the infantile attempts at activism? The answer lies in the organisation’s ‘Equality, Diversity and Inclusion Delivery Plan’. One of Kew’s EDI ‘strategy pillars’ includes the seeking of accreditation by outside activist groups, including Stonewall. This is the ideological rot that should have been exposed while the online right were moaning about gay flowers. The dominance of activists in every nook of life, no matter how mundane, also explains recent campaigns by the National Trust, the United Kingdom’s foremost charity committed to the preservation of stately homes and other historical properties. In recent years, the organisation has been making a sustained effort to pass judgement on the former owners of these properties, alerting visitors to putative connections with the slave trade, or the oppression of the ‘LGBT community’. Is it a coincidence that members of the National Trust are mostly ‘small-c’ conservative? The upkeep of these aristocratic mansions and sprawling country parks is an essentially conservative enterprise; the National Trust is meant to preserve the past for the benefit of the present. That it has become infected with intersectional identity politics feels, once again, like a form of deliberate provocation.


The examples of ideological capture at the National Trust are myriad. A few years ago, volunteers at Ickworth in Suffolk were requested to wear rainbow-themed clothing and make-up as part of their Pride celebrations, and it was suggested that they wear body and face paints to display their commitment to LGBT rights. In 2017, staff at Felbrigg Hall in Norfolk were told to wear rainbow badges and lanyards to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the decriminalisation of homosexuality. In the wake of the death of George Floyd, the Trust commissioned a report outlining the connections that some of the properties had to the slave trade and colonialism. They established the ‘Colonial Countryside’ project, described as ‘a child-led writing and history project exploring the African, Caribbean and Indian connections at 11 of our properties’. This was launched in consultation with Dr Corinne Fowler at the University of Leicester, a professor of Postcolonial Literature in the English department. The historian David Starkey asked the pertinent question: ‘how on earth, in what seems a staggering example of managerial incompetence, did the National Trust come to hire a non-historian to do a job that only an historian could do?’ The answer is that ideology had triumphed over credibility. Where the original owners of houses were slave traders, it makes complete sense that those biographical details would be included on the various visitor information boards. Yet the overemphasis on the slave trade in recent National Trust initiatives is patently political. As Starkey notes, the charity’s own report found that only somewhere between 5 and 10 per cent of the properties can be connected with the slave trade. Such low figures hardly justify the continual haranguing of visitors.


This desperate scrabbling for clandestine racism is an insult to those who have experienced genuine oppression on the basis of skin colour. When reading of racist rhubarb and the alleged barriers that black people face when walking down country lanes, it is instructive to remind ourselves of why Martin Luther King, Jr. had been willing to face imprisonment for his non-violent campaigns. In his Letter from Birmingham Jail (1963), he outlined the grotesque segregation of the era.


Perhaps it is easy for those who have never felt the stinging darts of segregation to say, ‘Wait.’ But when you have seen vicious mobs lynch your mothers and fathers at will and drown your sisters and brothers at whim; when you have seen hate filled policemen curse, kick and even kill your black brothers and sisters; when you see the vast majority of your twenty million Negro brothers smothering in an airtight cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent society; when you suddenly find your tongue twisted and your speech stammering as you seek to explain to your six year old daughter why she can’t go to the public amusement park that has just been advertised on television, and see tears welling up in her eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed to colored children . . . then you will understand why we find it difficult to wait.


The triumph of social liberalism is evident in the multiple studies that show how Western societies are the most tolerant and diverse to have ever existed. It is no coincidence that all the major civil rights movements have traditionally been underpinned by a commitment to free speech and liberal ideals. King’s insistence on non-violence might not resonate with many of those who claim to be his successors, but his approach should remain the model for genuine progressives.


One of the chief signals of the end of woke is the confidence with which major corporate figures are now rejecting it. The movement has not solely been propelled through politics, but through the corporate sphere, a phenomenon explored thoroughly in Vivek Ramaswamy’s book Woke, Inc.: Inside the Social Justice Scam (2021). Yet we now see evidence that the inexorable spread of DEI across the Western world is potentially being reversed. In June 2024, the Artificial Intelligence company Scale launched a new policy to ensure that its employees would be selected on the basis of their talents and qualifications rather than their race, gender and sexuality. Scale’s CEO, Alexandr Wang, explained that – rather than adopt DEI policies – the company would henceforth favour MEI, which stands for Merit, Excellence, and Intelligence. He explained the thinking behind the new scheme in a post on social media.


There is a mistaken belief that meritocracy somehow conflicts with diversity. I strongly disagree. No group has a monopoly on excellence. A hiring process based on merit will naturally yield a variety of backgrounds, perspectives, and ideas. Achieving this requires casting a wide net for talent and then objectively selecting the best, without bias in any direction. We will not pick winners and losers based on someone being the ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ race, gender, and so on. It should be needless to say, and yet it needs saying: doing so would be racist and sexist, not to mention illegal. Upholding meritocracy is good for business and is the right thing to do.


One can almost hear influential ‘whiteness experts’ such as Robin DiAngelo, author of White Fragility (2018), honking in fury at this blatant implementation of good old-fashioned liberal values. Surely the only way to defeat racism and homophobia is to treat ethnic and sexual minorities as incapable of high achievement and in need of a leg-up from their betters?


It is instructive to compare the reactions to Wang’s initiative from major figures in the corporate world with those of woke activists. Wang was praised ardently by Tobias Lütke (CEO of Shopify), Palmer Luckey (founder of Oculus VR) and Elon Musk. By contrast, here were some of the responses on Instagram:


You’re ‘disrupting’ current hard-fought standards you don’t like, by reverting to a system rooted in bias and inequality that asks less of you as a hiring manager and as a leader.


Dan Couch (He/Him)


Curious to see how hiring processes can effectively (and objectively) measure one’s ‘merit’, ‘excellence’, and ‘intelligence’, all of which are very subjective terms.


Cole Gawin (He/Him)


What is merit and how do we measure it?


Rio Cruz Morales (They/Them)


This sounds a lot like excuse making for casting off DEI principles.


R.C. Rondero De Mosier (He/Him)


The pronouns, of course, are part of a hieratic ritual to signify membership of the cult, and so we should not be surprised to see these sentiments mirroring each other so closely. What Wang is proposing builds equality into the hiring system and, contrary to these complaints, it is entirely possible to measure merit objectively. This, after all, is the purpose of academic assessment. The arguments against merit can only be sustained if one presupposes that systemic inequalities are ingrained within society, that all of these relate to the concept of group identity, and that adjustments have to be made accordingly to guarantee equality of outcome.


That the workplace has become so politicised is also, of course, why cancel culture has been able to wreak such mayhem. In September 2020, I posted on Twitter a proposed six-part pledge for business owners to tackle this problem.


1.  We will never discipline or fire members of staff on the basis of pressure from online activists.


2.  We have no interest in our employees’ political opinions, and how they choose to express themselves outside the workplace is no business of ours.


3.  We will not probe into our employees’ thoughts with ‘unconscious bias training’, or force them to undertake workshops that presuppose the existence of ‘systemic injustice’.


4.  We will never make statements of fealty to any given cause, political or ideological, or claim to promote certain ‘values’. Our aim is to make a profit, not to preach to our customers.


5.  We will not tolerate the public shaming of employees if they cause offence, either through a joke or poor phrasing, and will instead seek to resolve internally any disputes that naturally occur when human beings work together.


6.  We reject the current predominance of identity politics and will simply treat everyone equally (staff and customers alike) irrespective of their race, gender, sexuality, or any other immutable characteristic.


Fanciful stuff, obviously. I was later informed that at least one manager had adopted my suggestions, and it would be interesting to hear, all these years later, how this worked out. Perhaps as DEI continues to wither, such proposals might no longer seem so exotic.


While ‘the omni-cause’ is an enjoyably barbed label, ‘woke’ as a descriptive term is perhaps more apt. It need not bear pejorative connotations and, given that so many activists and thinkers have embraced the word for themselves, it seems like a courtesy to refer to them as such. Those who claim that ‘woke’ was invented by the right as a ‘snarl-word’ simply do not know their own history. It is not an ideal term because, as surveys have repeatedly shown, there is no broad agreement on a definition. For instance, a YouGov poll in 2021 found that only 59 per cent of respondents understood the word, with only a third of this contingent claiming it as an accurate reflection of their own views. Yet we do require a shorthand to encapsulate this diffuse and Byzantine ideology. It is the new state religion, the creed of the establishment, but without accurately describing it we have no means of holding it to account.


I present for your consideration the following two options. In describing this dominant movement of the culture wars, we might adopt the following formulation:


An ideology underpinned by the postmodernist notion that our understanding of reality is produced in the context of linguistic and cultural frameworks, that knowledge is a construct of power wielded oppressively through language, and therefore censorship and other authoritarian measures are necessary to reshape society, with an intersectional focus that rejects the traditional Marxist prioritisation of class and economic disparities in favour of a conceptualisation of group identity as the prism through which all analysis must be filtered, with a particular emphasis on a form of standpoint epistemology that asserts there are multiple ‘ways of knowing’ and that the ‘lived experience’ of the marginalised must take precedence over empirical or scientific methodology – which are merely tools of the oppressor class – all of which is predicated upon the Foucauldian notion that society operates on the basis of invisible power structures, and that denials of such structures are evidence of their existence (as anyone who would deny them is likely to be benefiting from the privileges they afford) and that there must therefore be a cultural revolution in order to guarantee equality of outcome rather than equality of opportunity, one that will ultimately achieve the wholesale obliteration of ‘whiteness’, ‘patriarchy’ and ‘cis-heteronormativity’, in which the parameters of thought and speech are limited to the propagation of the cause, and in which all activities of all branches of the media, the arts and the state must be directed towards that end.


Or we could just say ‘woke’.



The Woke Right


The pendulum theory would have it that history is cyclical, and that as one movement rises against its antithesis it produces the necessary momentum for the process to be reversed. In this sense, one could suggest that the triumph of liberalism in the West since the various civil rights campaigns of the 1960s has created the conditions for its own demise. The gradually developing liberal consensus can be said to have reached its peak around the turn of the century. During that goldilocks period, most people of my generation concurred that racism and other forms of discrimination based on immutable characteristics were unacceptable. We agreed that the most vulnerable in society required support, even when we might have disagreed on how best that support should be provided. Right and left were generally in concord when it comes to the inherent value of human life, and that freedom of speech was the bedrock of our democracy.


Yet no one could have anticipated that the pendulum would swing back from an unexpected direction. For all its efforts, it was not the reactionary right that successfully overthrew the liberal consensus, it was the rise of Critical Social Justice which, in turn, produced its own resistance from traditionalists and conservatives. It’s as though the pendulum had fractured and reproduced itself. So while we still have the eternal back-and-forth of liberty and authority, the latter now consists of a subsidiary struggle between left and right, working against each other but also simultaneously swinging back against the liberal norms that we have worked so hard to establish. In other words, we have two oppositional forces that we might colloquially call ‘woke’ and ‘anti-woke’ that, for all their differences, are united in their contempt for liberalism. These are enemies who do not realise that they are fighting on the same side.


The difficulties that we have seen when it comes to the evolution and various redefinitions of the word ‘woke’ are inevitably compounded by the development of the ‘anti-woke’. If we cannot agree on the meaning of the term itself, how can we even begin to define its opposite? We are entering a new front in the culture war, in which a significant contingent of those who oppose wokeness do so by manifesting similar traits. It is for this reason that ‘anti-woke’, a term that I would argue approximates ‘liberal’, cannot suffice. Some commentators have attempted to resolve this issue through a new formulation: ‘the woke right’. By this, they do not mean to allude to the phenomenon of Critical Social Justice inveigling itself into traditionally right-wing arenas of influence, although this is certainly how the term was first used. To take one example, in May 2022, Kathy Barnette, a candidate in the Republican Senate primary election in Pennsylvania, described her opponents in her own party as the ‘woke right’ on the grounds that they were too progressive.


Like all entries in the culture war lexicon, the meaning of the term ‘woke right’ has evolved rapidly. Konstantin Kisin, co-host of the Triggernometry podcast, has adopted the phrase to refer to those who identify as right wing, but whose tactics mirror those of the woke left. ‘Every retardation has an equal and opposite retardation,’ he writes. ‘The deranged worldview of the woke left, along with its disregard for truth, hatred of the West and falsification of history, is now being replicated on the right.’ The author James Lindsay has defined it in similar terms, as ‘a victimhood-based identity politics’ whose ‘victim groups are whites, Christians, men, and straight people’. He argues that the movement is ‘roughly intersectional’ insofar as it is obsessed with identity politics and a grievance relating to anti-white racism. ‘Like their counterparts on the Woke Left,’ Lindsay writes, ‘the Woke Right have accepted as fact that there’s a conspiracy against people like them and that their only real hope is to lean into the identity grouping and advocate for collective power under that heading.’ In these terms, the ‘woke right’ is a kind of ideological doppelgänger, whose members exhibit the same precisionist and absolutist tendencies of their leftist counterparts. Andrew Torba, CEO of right-wing social media platform Gab, seems to embody this notion in his open endorsement of identity politics.


The classical liberal ideal of a society where people interact purely based on individual merit, free from any group identity considerations, might sound appealing in theory; however, in practice, it’s only truly possible in a homogeneous society. In a society where the majority of people share the same race, culture, and values identity politics would be irrelevant because there would be no competing identity groups, but rather competing individuals and ideas. However, in a multi-cultural multi-ethnic society like ours, tribal identity politics is inevitable. Different identity groups will always strive to protect and promote their own interests. This is common sense and White people are starting to wake up to this reality and realize that if they don’t advocate for themselves no one else will.


It is noteworthy that Torba capitalises the word ‘white’. This is an echo of the convention among the disciples of Critical Social Justice to capitalise ‘black’. It would seem that the woke right and woke left share not only their strategies, but also an analogous style guide.


Writing for The Critic, Connor Tomlinson has quibbled with the use of the term ‘woke right’ on largely tactical grounds, given that it is ‘ill-defined’ and ‘self-contradictory’. He believes that these commentators’ usage of the term can be summarised as ‘adopting contrarian opinions to mainstream narratives, and adopting identity politics in a defensive posture against the progressive attack on the history, culture, and statehood of the peoples of the US and Europe’. Tomlinson is insistent that where anti-white racism exists it ought to be exposed, and rejects the label ‘woke right’ as ‘an attempt by yesterday’s Left to tone police, gatekeep, and redefine the Right’. This is reminiscent of complaints by intersectional activists that the term ‘woke’ has been deployed as a slur to keep their worst excesses in check. YouTuber Benjamin Boyce has likewise decried the term ‘woke right’ on the grounds that it is ‘a political weapon’ akin to ‘racist’, ‘climate denier’ or ‘transphobe’. For Boyce, there is ‘too much conflation between tactics and beliefs when “woke right” is used. And there are too many people being assigned that term, with very little similarity other than loose crosstalk between them.’ Boyce is correct to note that the features often identified with the ‘woke right’ are not proscriptive in the manner of a set of doctrines in a religion. The phenomenon of antisemitism, while not uncommon among the dissident right, is not necessarily a defining feature. There are those, for instance, who take great exception to the antisemitism one finds among ‘Groypers’ – an online cult of trolls and white nationalists – but who nonetheless believe that white men are an oppressed identity class and that liberalism is to blame.


And yet the conviction among the dissident right that Western society is unregenerable is a close cousin of the view on the identitarian left that the West is an oppressive tyranny that must be destroyed. When conservative commentator Tucker Carlson interviewed the podcaster Darryl Cooper, it was Cooper’s claim that Winston Churchill was the true villain of the Second World War that generated the most controversy. On social media, Cooper had previously posted an image of Hitler’s occupation of Paris alongside one of drag queens performing a parody of the Last Supper at the opening ceremony of the 2024 Paris Olympics, and claimed that the former scenario was ‘infinitely preferable in every way’. This sense that the Western elites have engineered society for the benefit of ‘degenerates’ might help explain the impulse of the handful of extremists who posit that the West would have been better served by a victory for the Third Reich. Similarly, at an event at Churchill College, Cambridge in February 2021, a panel of left-wing activist academics chaired by Priyamvada Gopal, a professor of Postcolonial Studies, sought to frame Churchill as an irredeemable racist. One panellist, Kehinde Andrews, branded Churchill the ‘perfect embodiment of white supremacy’ who helmed an empire that was ‘far worse than the Nazis’. Cooper and Andrews are approaching their analysis from completely opposing political worldviews, and yet they have somehow arrived at an identical conclusion with regard to the singular evil of Churchill.


Perhaps it would be helpful, then, to summarise the key characteristics of the movement that has come to be known as the ‘woke right’, while acknowledging that those to whom it pertains do not necessarily embrace the term.


Group identity


A tendency to perceive humanity through the lens of identity categories such as race, sex, sexual orientation and class. In the woke movement, economic inequality is often sidelined in intersectional considerations, but for the woke right it has become a key concern given the palpable hostility towards working-class communities.


The politics of resentment


Just as intersectional politics has given rise to what is colloquially known as the ‘oppression Olympics’, those on the woke right perceive themselves to be subject to open discrimination in a system that works against their interests. The Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) industry has led to cases in which white people have been explicitly excluded. For example, in June 2021 it was reported that a BBC trainee production management assistant position was advertised as ‘only open to black, Asian and ethnically diverse candidates’.


Anti-liberalism


The woke left and the woke right share a conviction that liberalism has failed, and that it should therefore be abandoned altogether. The liberal fealty to free speech is mistrusted by the woke right, and in some cases censorship is advocated in order to curb the excesses of wokeness. Calls to ban certain forms of protests and repeal same-sex marriage fall into this category.


The denial of truth


The rejection of objective truth in favour of unevidenced claims is common to both the woke left and the woke right. In the case of the former, this manifests in the concepts of ‘lived experience’ and ‘standpoint epistemology’ (the notion that there exist multiple ‘ways of knowing’ and that those who are oppressed benefit from a more accurate insight into reality). For the latter, it takes the form of assumptions about global conspiracies that are asserted as true based on instinct and wild theorising rather than proof. It is telling that members of both factions describe themselves as uniquely ‘awake’.


Antisemitism


A key overlap between the woke left and woke right is a tendency towards antisemitism. Jews are perceived as holding disproportionate institutional power, and are often scapegoated for broader societal problems.


Disdain for the West


A sense in which the elites in the West have conspired against the people has become palpable on the dissident right. Misinformation and a lack of government transparency during the Covid-19 pandemic, the imposition of wildly unpopular ‘progressive’ social policies, and repeated attempts to undermine the democratic process, have contributed to a narrative that the West is irreparably broken.


Purity spirals


The movement is characterised by an intolerance of alternative views and an expectation of moral purity. Dissenters are often subjected to online ‘dogpiling’, or being otherwise slandered and publicly shamed. Liberals who have advocated for multiculturalism are seen as responsible for the ongoing degradation of society. The concept of religious freedom is seen as particularly deleterious given Islamist opposition to democratic values and free speech. Sexual freedom is likewise rejected in favour of traditionalist monogamous family units.



The new theism


The sense of a failed liberal system has given rise to a belief that humankind cannot function without a guiding and overarching belief- system, and that given the Judeo-Christian foundations of the West, a reinstated Christian theocracy would be preferable to the current status quo. While many have embraced Christianity out of authentically revelatory experiences, others on the woke right have performatively adopted the trappings of faith as an identity category for pragmatic and political reasons. This form of Christianity is unrelated to the belief in God but is rather a conscious effort to restore a unifying ethical framework to the West.


Observable similarities between the woke left and the woke right are to be expected. A 2020 study in the journal Heliyon sought to establish any kind of connection between what are known as the ‘Dark Triad’ (DT) personality traits – Machiavellianism, narcissism and psychopathy – and left or right affiliations. The sample consisted of over five hundred subjects from a broad range of ages, ethnicities and political views. The researchers, Jordan Mossa and Peter J. O’Connor, focused on three extremes commonly found in culture war discourse: ‘White Identitarianism’ (WI), ‘Political Correctness-Authoritarianism’ (PCA), and ‘Political Correctness-Liberalism’ (PCL). The study found evidence that even politically disparate groups share a belief that restrictions on freedom are necessary to achieve their goals.


In conclusion, our study indicates that an emerging set of mainstream political attitudes – most notably PCA, WI, are largely being adopted by individuals high in the DT and entitlement. Individuals high in authoritarianism – regardless of whether they hold politically correct or right-wing views – tend to score highly on DT and entitlement. Such individuals therefore are statistically more likely than average to be higher in psychopathy, narcissism, Machiavellianism and entitlement.


In his analysis of the study for Quillette, Zaid Jilani echoes the sense in which these findings intuitively ring true: ‘Notwithstanding their diametrically opposed political postures, both hard Left and hard Right seem disproportionately populated by individuals who are impelled to control others’ behavior, and draw attention to themselves.’


But is this connection between anti-social personality traits and authoritarianism most effectively summarised through the use of the terms ‘woke left’ and ‘woke right’? These erroneously imply that the culture war is a matter of long-established political designations which, as we have seen, is far from the case. If the woke left are not left-wing in any serious sense, the same problem must apply to the woke right. Just as traditional leftism does not seek to demonise the working class and empower corporations against them, traditional conservatism does not characterise itself as a reaction against illiberalism. Debates about personal responsibility, property ownership, the welfare state or the value of laissez-faire economics and free-market capitalism rarely feature in the skirmishes of culture warriors. With this in mind, it is easy to see how the term ‘woke right’ can be misleading.


Classifications such as ‘woke left’ and ‘woke right’ will always be imprecise and subject to variations. Yet it is surely advantageous to agree on some shorthand by which to refer to certain ideological tendencies, while acknowledging that these are trends rather than fixed tenets of an identifiable and cohesive movement. ‘Woke right’ has its limitations, but it also has the advantage of effectively communicating the key principles. Above all, it makes complete sense when one understands that the core belief of wokeness is that its ideological dogma should be imposed on society by force and coercion, rather than persuasion and consensus. Authoritarianism is not specific to any political cause. It is a natural impulse in humanity that we must learn to resist.
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