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‘Essential reading and an urgent and chastening warning to our leaders and voters. This important book chronicles how illiberal, intolerant, authoritarian activism, often linked to a menu of ideologies such as decolonialism and antiIsraelism, is a threat to liberal democracy itself’ Simon Sebag Montefiore


‘Nobody reading this book can be left in any doubt: the fight against the latest evil upsurge in antisemitism must be won to ensure Western civilisation has a future. It’s that fundamental’ Andrew Neil


‘A compelling and timely call to fight for our Western values’ Nigel Farage


‘A timely diagnosis that captures the flawed mindset that is undermining the confidence of the West and weakening our resolve in dealing with today’s threats’ Kemi Badenoch


‘This is much more than a book about the travails of Israel or the suddenly fashionable prejudices against Jews. It is a book about Western civilisation, the highest and freest form of social organisation since we discovered farming. It is a book about the self-recrimination that infects that civilisation, and that often manifests itself as antisemitism. And it is a book about how to recover our confidence. All recounted in a civil, Scrutonian and occasionally elegiac tone by a man who has lived the story he is telling’ Daniel Hannan


‘This book is a searing indictment that must be heeded before it is too late. It is well written, deeply documented and reflects a brave and sane voice in a debate all too often shorn of either. As a Gentile, I felt hot with shame reading it, asking myself: when will the West finally wake up?’ Andrew Roberts


‘Jake Wallis Simons is a brave and brilliant writer who can be trusted to bring rare moral clarity to the most contested issues of our times’ Michael Gove


‘A critical and lucid book that should be required reading as our societies navigate today’s dangerous waters of extremism. As the world’s oldest hatred mutates into anti-Zionism and accelerates around the world, and there is a betrayal of reason and universal values in the West, Jake Wallis Simons unravels what went wrong, and offers answers about how moral inversions may be remedied and a collective moral compass found again. An essential book for our troubling times’ Bernard-Henri Lévy


‘With the West cut adrift from its foundational values, it falls to the Jews, a “seismic people”, to feel the tremors of the coming earthquake. In this thrillingly good and timely book, Jake Wallis Simons provides an acute analysis of what ails us and issues an urgent rallying cry to the “sensible, complacent majority” to rediscover what it was our forefathers died for and to fight for it once again with all our might and love. In short: Be more Israel! I felt a whole lot better after reading this book’ Allison Pearson


‘A must-read for scholars, activists and concerned citizens alike. Jake Wallis Simons makes crystal clear that the resurgence of antisemitism we are currently witnessing is here not only to annihilate the Jews. Simultaneously, it is here to destroy the West. If met with more complacency, it may very well succeed’ Ayaan Hirsi Ali
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‘I know of nothing like it in all the history books. Millions of educated, well-mannered people are being driven towards the edge of a cliff. What do they do? One cries, one smokes a cigarette, one sings, but no one can be found to jump to his feet, grab the reins and change the wagon’s direction.’


Ze’ev Jabotinsky, 1938
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Introduction


SIR, I WOULDN’T START
FROM HERE!


Never say never


As she was dragged backwards across the hall, her blazer rucked up about her head and her trousers torn, the slight, bookish woman was speechless with shock. Around her, the Holocaust memorial ceremony was proceeding as if nothing unusual had occurred: on the stage, the Irish president was continuing his address and most of the audience did not even turn their heads. A few people pleaded, ‘Leave her alone, it’s a ceremony,’ and ‘How dare you treat her like that?’ They were ignored. Eventually, as she was bundled towards the door, the woman, a granddaughter of Holocaust survivors, found her voice. ‘This is my ceremony!’ she shouted. ‘No! No! No!’


This was thirty-seven-year-old Lior Tibet, an Israeli academic at University College Dublin who teaches about the Holocaust as part of a course on modern European history. Together with several other Jews, including a pregnant woman, she had stood up and silently turned her back when the president, Michael Higgins, shamefully started talking about the war in Gaza at the Holocaust Memorial Day ceremony in Dublin. Higgins, who has a history of Israelophobic rhetoric,1 had been begged by two elderly survivors not to politicise the ceremony by shoehorning the Palestinians into his speech. The event was intended to mourn the genocide of the Jews; this was no platform for bigoted rants about Israel’s conflicts. When the president ignored their pleas, Tibet and her friends felt compelled to act. The reprisal was immediate. It is difficult to understand how the security officers were not crippled with irony as they prevented Jews from standing up for themselves – literally – at an event dedicated to the promise of ‘Never Again’.


As this was the year that marked the eightieth anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz, that Holocaust Memorial Day was expected to be especially poignant. But in this post-October 7 world, it quickly became poignant in a very different way. Across the board, Jews found that their pockets were being picked of their own grief. A presenter on Good Morning Britain, one of the country’s leading breakfast television programmes, spoke of the deaths of six million ‘people’, editing out both their identities and the reason for their extermination at a stroke. Deputy Prime Minister Angela Rayner followed suit, posting a picture of herself on social media lighting a candle for ‘all those who were murdered’. This vanishing-Jew approach was adopted by everyone from the Labour MP Sarah Champion to the then Canadian prime minister Justin Trudeau, from the councils of Bury and Cambridge City to the Humanists, who tweeted their sorrow for ‘all the victims of genocide’. At the Lowestoft Council wreath-laying, Jews were not invited to participate. The message was clear. Eighty years on from the most appalling racist crime in modern European history, the victims were being told: ‘It’s not about you.’


This was just the latest ripple in the tsunami of antisemitism which had been unleashed when six thousand jihadis and civilians launched their pogroms in southern Israel at the close of 2023. In Britain, the oldest hatred soared by 150 per cent directly after the massacres,2 before hitting a record high in the first half of 2024, with 121 incidents of assault, a 246 per cent rise in vandalism and an astonishing 465 per cent spike in antisemitism at universities.3 A similar story played out across the Western world, with such depravities as the antisemitic rape of a twelve-year-old girl in a Paris suburb,4 mob violence against Israelis in Amsterdam,5 and the firebombing of synagogues from Melbourne6 to Warsaw7 regularly appearing in the news. For the first time since the war, Jews across Europe were forced to hide their identities;8 in Berlin, the police even gave them explicit advice to do so.9


On the other side of the Atlantic, things were no better. Antisemitism more than tripled across the United States in a wave of vandalism, campus occupations and physical assault;10 in November 2023 it claimed the life of Paul Kessler, a sixty-nine-year-old Jewish Californian who was struck on the head with a megaphone at a rally.11 In May 2025, two young Israeli diplomats were shot dead in Washington, DC, apparently in the name of ‘Palestine’. The following month, a rally for the Israeli hostages in Boulder, Colorado was firebombed, claiming the life of an elderly woman. The main drivers of this violence have been Islamist extremists and, in a phenomenon this book will explore, their progressive allies.


Looking back, many Jews still struggle to comprehend how the mob can have been roused to the side of the jihadis rather than the families they butchered. They also look at how the majority stood silently by – as exemplified in the apathy of that audience in Dublin – and feel a deep betrayal. The isolation is reinforced by trends like the double standards of policing, by which nationalist protests are routed with horses and batons while Gaza rallies are treated with kid gloves. Bloodcurdling Israelophobic chants go unpunished at music festivals. Again and again, antisemitism is excused, downplayed, denied and defended, whereas hypervigilance is shown in cases of bigotry towards other groups. Meanwhile, the silent majority, if indeed it remains a majority, is too demoralised to find its voice.


Now more than ever, Israel needs friends. But who is stepping forward to be counted? Whatever the state of politics in Jerusalem, this is a civilisational struggle between the free world and the forces of jihad, yet most of our energy is devoted to condemning and subverting our democratic ally. If we had reacted to October 7 by putting pressure on the terrorists rather than the people they attacked, the war would have been won much quicker, with far less human cost. How can we question which side we are on?


All this did not emerge out of nowhere. This book will argue that antisemitism cannot be addressed in isolation from the deeper social trends that produce it. When seen in this light, the betrayal of the Jews is symptomatic of how in recent years, the democracies have incrementally betrayed our own values, bankrupting our inheritance and opening the door to an age of radicalism. Twilight has fallen on the great liberal experiment that came about in response to the Cold War and Second World War. Perhaps this was only to be expected: over the decades, elitist rule has become a vehicle for complacency and cultural suicide, stamped with the hallmark of Israelophobia. By depriving us of pride in our identity and tolerating no dissent, the leadership classes of the West disabled society’s immune system towards the viruses of progressive fanaticism, Islamist extremism and nationalist chauvinism that now run rampant around us, pumped up by the digital revolution. As the old certainties collapse around our ears, those who are awake to these dangers face a fundamental question: what next?


Amid the long civilisational landslide that began on 9/11, the bombastic reprise of Trump in January 2025 came to represent an upheaval in the Pax Americana and the return of Great Man power politics, while enabling the mainstreaming of brazen antisemitism, conspiracy theories and Putinism amongst segments of his Maga followers. Meanwhile, hordes of organised Islamists embedded in the democracies are emboldened and progressive cultists are dismantling what remains of our sense of self.


Without ending the decline, the Jews will shrink from the West while the open civilisation that has given the world so much will become dominated by outside powers and ideologies. A remedy may be mapped out, but achieving such renewal requires resolute leadership and is the task of at least a generation. Who will ‘grab the reins and change the wagon’s direction,’ as the Jewish visionary Ze’ev Jabotinsky cried despairingly amid the apathy on the eve of the Second World War? For those in the eye of the storm, complacency is the most disturbing symptom of all. As they worry about the futures of their children, the Jews face questions that should trouble all of us. What do the disturbing events of recent years tell us about our societies? Where do we go from here?


Wrestling with the angel


The Irish writer Conor Cruise O’Brien famously described antisemitism as a ‘light sleeper’. The bitter irony is that while the demon has awoken with a vengeance around the world, causing many to reach for those perennial tickets to Tel Aviv, Israeli society is in political turmoil and an unprecedented level of violence has been unleashed upon the Jewish state. In 2024, as bewildered reservists closed their businesses, kissed their children and marched for war, more than eighteen thousand attacks, from assaults with stones to stabbings, shootings and bombings, were carried out against Israelis on the home front. These claimed almost 150 lives and wounded some 1,300,12 in a country with a population about the same as London. A flight to Tel Aviv will still get you out of the frying pan of Paris, Berlin or Amsterdam, but it may take you no further than the fire.


I have lost count of the times that despairing Jews have asked me at panel discussions how we can possibly make things better, both at home and overseas. Yet this is not only a Jewish problem. Take any group that threatens the wellbeing of society, whether from the far left, far right or the sphere of Islamism, and you will find that their most vicious hatred is reserved for the Jews. It is becoming ever clearer that the current wave of antisemitism is a symptom of a sickness that has been spreading through the West, as well as the Middle East, for decades. Everybody fears that the breaking point is approaching but nobody knows where it lies. Even fewer know what to do about it.


In many countries across the West, our leadership class has long done its best to make us forget who we are. An obsession with open borders has seen millions of new arrivals over a very short period, mostly from failing countries with no democratic tradition, producing parallel communities blighted by criminality and welfare dependency. European armed forces are on their knees, levels of debt and taxation are at record levels, and our economies groan under the weight of regulation and empty climate targets. The population is ageing while the birthrate plummets. The disruption of social media and artificial intelligence threatens the foundations of psychological wellbeing. As we squander the momentum of previous generations, the old seeds of antisemitism sprout. People are lost. We are facing the greatest test of Western resilience since the Second World War, and we have spent decades running down the very resources required to weather it.


There’s an old Irish joke in which a tourist asks a local man for directions to Dublin. ‘Sir,’ the man replies, ‘if I were you, I wouldn’t start from here!’ Restoring our societies is indeed a daunting task, but we have no choice but to begin where we are standing. We need a strong set of values and clear goals, and must not rest until we tame the antidemocratic forces that are tearing us apart. Bold political leadership will be vital, but it will be as nothing without the unsilencing of the silent majority. Our restoration will depend upon that patchwork of families, communities, churches, clubs, regiments and voluntary groups that together form the repository of our culture and hold the instinctive understanding of who we are and how we do things. These are the decent citizens famously described by the eighteenth-century philosopher Edmund Burke as the ‘little platoons’ of society. Above all, we need these good people to find their voices and remind the elites that they cannot ignore the electorate forever.


My podcast The Brink, which I present with the former Parachute Regiment officer and geopolitical analyst Andrew Fox, and which is available to download now, offers the full interviews from which I have cited extracts in this book (released one by one over the period following publication). In one episode, the American Jewish journalist Bari Weiss, editor of the Free Press, painted a poignant picture of today’s United States. ‘Jews feel homeless,’ she told me. ‘They feel like the centre has collapsed. People still feel that the vast majority of ordinary Americans are profoundly good people, who reject the woke right and woke left, the identity politics that says either that white men are the best, or white men are the worst. The problem is that the centre has increasingly less power and purchase in the culture and politics. The most extreme versions of the argument are the ones that have most cachet and go most viral online.’ Jews are now looking over their shoulders, she said, for both jihadists and white supremacists who have spilled their blood in recent years.


‘Is there a version of centrism that feels alive and authentic and sexy to people?’ she asked. ‘Not centrism in the political sense, but in the sense of a sane view in which the rule of law matters, due process matters, and everyone is equal in the eyes of God and under the law. The normal values that liberals and conservatives used to take for granted. It’s crazy but at the moment, it doesn’t seem like it. It’s crazy that we are having to make the argument again and again for our most foundational, basic principles.’


Many are plagued by such despair. Given the last three millennia of history, however, the truth is that the Jewish people are not the ones in danger of extinction. Since October 7, the world has thrown the kitchen sink at Jerusalem as it desperately tried to eliminate the savage threat to its people. The result? Humiliation for those who made the mistake of betting against the Jews. Israel may be suffering unprecedented enmity abroad, but it has not been this mighty since 1967. As Jabotinsky put it: ‘We are not to sit for anybody’s examination, and nobody is old enough to call on us to answer. We came before them and will leave after them. We are what we are, we are good for ourselves, we will not change, nor do we want to.’13 Where else can such certainty be found in the West? Whereas the Jews continue to thrive, other great and ancient civilisations, from the Babylonians to the Romans, have become dust.


In the moving conclusion to his 2010 book Future Tense, the late chief rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks reflected on his people’s resilience. ‘Yes, the Jewish fight is a losing battle,’ he wrote:




It always was. Moses lost. Joshua lost. Jeremiah lost. We have striven for ideals just beyond our reach, hoped for a gracious society just beyond the possible, believed in a messianic age just over the furthest horizon, wrestled with the angel and emerged limping. And in the meanwhile those who won have disappeared, and we are still here, still young, still full of vigour, still fighting the losing battle, never accepting defeat, refusing to resign ourselves to cynicism, or to give up hope of peace with those who, today as in the past, seek our destruction. That kind of losing battle is worth fighting.14





This passage was shared with me recently by a London rabbi called Daniel Epstein, as we talked in the echoing lobby of his synagogue, which was founded in 1761. He followed it with his own observation. ‘The Jewish people have never wanted victory, only survival,’ he said. ‘We have survived for three thousand years, and we will survive for another three thousand years. The future of the West is more of a worry.’


The three tribes


The Third Reich, to which the vow of Never Again was an answer, emerged out of a firmament of radicalism. Amid the humiliation and economic ruin of the Great War and the subsequent hyper-inflation in Germany, the value of the dollar surged from four marks before the war to more than four trillion in 1923. Then came the Great Depression, developing with the help of the ‘Smoot-Hawley’ tariffs imposed by the United States in 1930, which ignited trade wars and destroyed international business confidence. Between 1929 and 1932, global trade volumes fell by more than 60 per cent. This economic and political turbulence contributed towards the collapse of the German centre, as fascists and communists vied for supremacy and the affections of a downtrodden people. The historical contexts may be sufficiently divergent to make drawing too many lessons from that period unwise, but it would be equally unwise to ignore the many resonances. Once again, the West has lost confidence in the views quietly held by the majority. Once again, amid economic strain and geopolitical uncertainty, society has become increasingly captured by antidemocratic radicalism. Once again, antisemitism is on the rise.


Broadly speaking, the new radicalism – a term I began using in 2024 – is championed by three tribes: progressives, Islamist extremists and nationalist chauvinists. They share many common denominators, but the most fundamental is that all are built upon the very tolerance that they reject. As the writer Douglas Murray told me when I interviewed him on The Brink: ‘People have treated themselves to completely absurd ideologies, which are all reliant on a set of presuppositions which are not supported by the ideology they’ve fallen into. Things like human rights, things like tolerance, things like freedom.’


Although these radicalisms exert growing influence throughout the West, their appeal to the majority of people remains very limited. By doing ourselves down so determinedly in recent decades, however, we have made society vulnerable to these ideological forces, allowing them to infiltrate, mutate and replicate without meeting serious opposition. This is a phenomenon I think of as the ‘funhouse mirror effect’, in which hubristic overextension by the elites conjures distorted political movements that proceed to take it to task.


These range from newly emerged parties that react powerfully against the status quo but rest upon no established political philosophy to diluted versions of fascist groups that were founded decades before. To make matters worse, with the roots of radical Islamism, progressivism and chauvinism now so deeply embedded in our societies, populations are so demoralised and confused that they can barely remember what their older values were, let alone stand up for them.


In Britain, which has never had much of a taste for fascists, the dominant strains of radicalism remain the Islamist extremists and progressives. Europe and the United States are more closely stalked by a danger from the right; five out of the seven terror attacks in America in 2023 were linked to people with such sympathies.15 Either way, another common denominator of this unholy trinity is that they all have a problem with the Jews, around whom the various tribes have been circling more tightly since October 7.


Most Jewish people share an intense anxiety as they struggle to read the runes of history. According to Christopher Hitchens, the twentieth-century German diarist Viktor Klemperer once described the Jews as a ‘seismic people’,16 attuned by generations of persecution to the early tremors of a coming quake. What are they sensing now? In the democracies of the West, the security that has been enjoyed for generations is dissolving amid hushed conversations about whether children should be told to cover the emblems of their Jewish schools in the street, and if it would be best to remove mezuzot from the doorposts of Jewish houses, and whether any university is safe for Jewish students any more.


Jews of middle age and older spend much time battling antisemitic trolls online, or writing to politicians, or lodging complaints to broadcasters over their biased coverage of Israel’s wars, or arguing with friends and acquaintances who have turned on their people and their state. Amid the two-tier policing, combined with the Israelophobia found everywhere from the media and the arts to the education system and the health service, they fear that this hollowed-out society can no longer be relied upon to keep them and their children safe.


In 1790, a year after the storming of the Bastille, the Irish philosopher Edmund Burke published a pamphlet called Reflections on the Revolution in France, warning his more excitable countrymen against expecting similar scenes in Britain. ‘Because half-a-dozen grasshoppers under a fern make the field ring, while thousands of great cattle, reposed beneath the shadow of the British oak, chew the cud and are silent, pray do not imagine that those who make the noise are the only inhabitants of the field,’ he wrote.


So much may be true now as it was then. But it only provides comfort if the thousands of great cattle retain the pluck to trample the grasshoppers when it counts. History demonstrates that great disasters can be brought upon the heads of a population at the hands of a radical minority, especially when the sensible majority is too complacent or confused to do anything about it.


What is the West?


On my father’s side, my great-grandfather, Sir William Carr, was from an evangelical Christian family, one of nine children of a Lancaster cotton manufacturer. He won a place in the Indian Civil Service and in 1893, at the age of twenty-one, he was appointed Assistant Commissioner to Moulmein, Lower Burma, in charge of revenue, education, health, roads, jails, local taxation and government in an area about half the size of an English county.17 Later, he became a judge. Sir William must have been of an independent cast of mind because in 1906, he defied convention to marry Ma Khin Hnyaw, an impoverished cheroot roller whom he had met at the local bazaar, and they went on to have eight half-Burmese children who were educated in Britain.
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My great-grandparents, Sir William Carr (1872–1949) and Lady Carr (1878–1949), on the day of his knighthood. Sir William started his career as Assistant Commissioner to Moulmein, Lower Burma, and later became the divisional and sessions judge. Lady Carr, Ma Khin, was a cheroot-roller he met in Daingwunkin bazaar. They had eight children, one of whom was my grandmother.
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The front page of the Daily Mirror, November 28, 1931, was devoted to the ‘native girl’s speech’ at the House of Lords, remarking that ‘she replied to the Prince’s speech in English’. My great-aunt Gertrude Daw Saw Yin (1906–1996) is on the right of the main picture. (Daily Mirror)










[image:  A woman holding a cigarette and glass is speaking to a man dressed in a white formal military uniform.]




My great-aunt Gertrude Daw Saw Yin (1906–1996) and Louis Mountbatten, 1st Earl Mountbatten of Burma (1900–1979), at the Inter-Asian relations conference in New Delhi in 1946.
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My great-aunt Gertrude Daw Saw Yin (1906–1996), right, and her friend May Oung, left, on a visit to London to attend the Round Table Conference on Burma in 1931. Note the gawping man in the background.
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My great-great-great grandfather, Benjamin Simons (1817–1891), whose forefathers had arrived in Britain from Spain and Portugal in the 1700s. After starting life as a barrow trader selling fruit in Covent Garden, he walked to Glasgow in search of better prospects and founded the largest fruit importers and brokers in Britain.
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My great-great grandfather Bailie Michael Simons (1842-1925), son of Benjamin. He was a philanthropist, patron of the arts and the first Scottish Jew to hold public office.
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My ancestor John Wallis, the seventeenth-century mathematician and clergyman known for introducing the infinity symbol into mathematics. (Pictorial Press/Alamy Stock Photo)
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My Jewish grandfather, Gramps, who took part in the D-Day landings while serving in the RAF, and my grandmother Mutti, pictured on Remembrance Sunday, 2011. This book is dedicated to them.








There is a possibly apocryphal story of Sir William’s butler booking a suite at the Savoy for the summer holidays, only for his master to be told upon arrival that the rooms were not available, once the concierge had clocked that Lady Carr was an Oriental and their several children were half-castes. They were forced to spend the entire summer in a rented flat on Prince of Wales Drive on the edge of Battersea Park. There is also a photograph—definitely not apocryphal—on the front of the Daily Mirror from November 28, 1931, showing one of their daughters, my great-aunt Gertrude, standing in traditional Burmese dress beside her friend May Oung, the only female delegate to the Burma Round Table Conference, held to discuss the partition of Burma from India. In the background a man is gawping as if they are aliens. Yet my grandmother, Dorothy Carr, the sixth of those eight half-Burmese children, became a botanist and married my grandfather, Jack Wallis, a descendant of the clergyman and mathematician John Wallis; my father was a chorister at Eton. Although racism in their lives was always unpleasant and often a social stumbling block, ultimately it did not stand in their way.


Similarly, my great-grandfather on my mother’s side was Ernest Simons, a scion of one of the world’s largest fruit importers, whose father Michael had funded and built Garnethill synagogue in Glasgow with his own father Benjamin, a Jewish immigrant who had established the family firm. A patron of the arts, Michael was behind the great Glasgow Exhibitions of 1890 and 1901 and founded both the Theatre Royal and the King’s Theatre in the city. He also established the first Jewish Freemasons’ Lodge (Montefiore number 753) and was recognised as the pre-eminent Scottish Jewish leader of his day. Again, although Britain was hardly free of antisemitism, this did not hold the Simons family back. My mother received a good education and met my father in Winchester. She later turned to orthodox Judaism.


Despite the strange interplay of Jewish, Burmese, Scottish and English heritages, patriotism runs strongly through my family. Both of my grandfathers served in the Royal Air Force during the War and love of country was passed down the generations. Yet although I am not a citizen of Israel and have never lived there, like most Jews I feel a bond to the place in my blood. As I explore in these pages, this has only been strengthened by the totemic significance the Jewish state has come to assume in our own politics; for a number of reasons, a person’s feelings towards Israel have become a shorthand indicator of moral substance. Partly because of this, perhaps, it has never conflicted with my Britishness.


Nonetheless, I have been left with an enduring sense of being both an insider and an outsider, Jewish and Gentile, somebody with an instinctive understanding of religious communities—whether Jewish, Christian or Buddhist—but not a regular member of any, both the product of immigrant stock and an inheritor of a paternal bloodline that stretches deep into our Anglo-Saxon past by way of one of our country’s most prominent mathematicians. This has been enhanced by my life as a writer and reporter, which has taken me all over the world, from Europe to Africa, Latin America to the Middle East, as an observer of some quite remarkable events. It is this range of influences that informs my perspective on the Jews, their relationship to the wider world and the condition of society at large.


My insider-outsider selfhood is hardly unusual these days. In fact, it seems more common than one of true belonging and is something to which most readers perhaps will relate. Am I a Westerner? Certainly. But pinpointing this becomes more complicated. I’m not a Christian. Some of my blood comes from Asia and—originally at least—the Middle East. Much of my childhood was spent in a Jewish bubble with its own particular identity, lexicon, social structure, faith, food and traditions. But English is my mother tongue, I share that loyalty to Britain of the generations that preceded me, and my sensibility, values and tastes are surely the legacy of that broad and multifarious culture to which we refer loosely as the West.


The psychoanalyst Erik Erikson, the twentieth century’s leading scholar of selfhood, who popularised the terms ‘identity’ and ‘identity crisis’, observed that our cultural identity may be ‘as indispensable as it is unclear’, as it was ‘manifold, hard to define and evades many ordinary methods of measurement’. Perhaps, therefore, we cannot define the West without citing every word of our literature, every note of our music, every chapter of our history, every scientist and engineer and renegade that made our civilisation flourish, every person who has died for our freedom and every thinker who gave us the system of governance under which we continue to thrive, to the extent that we do, today.


As Douglas Murray has pointed out, ‘cultures and countries are like people: they have certain characteristics that are recognisable, but they contain multitudes, and they are in the ultimate stage at once knowable and unknowable’.18 It is certain, however, that our civilisation is not defined by its geography or bloodlines so much as its history, social customs, outlook, traditions, values, art, humour, sensibility and taste. It is those things that bind us, those things that are ours, those things that we naturally love.


In broad terms, our layered heritage includes Greek and Roman strata but is more richly rooted in the Judaeo-Christian tradition, together with ideas that emerged during the Renaissance, Reformation and Enlightenment. The American political scientist Samuel Huntington, who famously coined the notion of a ‘clash of civilisations’, may have added an appetite for empire-building overseas (rather than territorial expansion) and ‘superiority in applying organised violence’ to that list, which, he pointed out, has been less easily forgotten by those who suffered it. The late English philosopher Sir Roger Scruton, meanwhile, emphasised that our singular flourishing has stemmed from the Jewish and Christian desire to comprehend and express the sacred through a span of achievements such as our musical traditions, the architecture of the Renaissance and the enshrinement of the rights of the individual. Leo Strauss, the American Jewish émigré who had fled Nazi Germany, worried that individualism and secularism had gone too far; faith was a fundamental companion to reason that would guard the West against totalitarianism, he argued. As we shall see, his wisdom rings loudly today.


This rich and conflicted cultural inheritance, which may contain deep shadows but holds far more light, has produced such wonders as representative democracy, the separation of church and state, the elevation of reason and the rejection of ethnic tribalism, few of which can be found in any comparable way in other parts of the world. In the Middle East, for example, before the influence of Western ideas of patriotism and citizenship, human loyalty was ethnic while political loyalty was owed to dynastic overlords. Under Ottoman rule, Jews were expected to give allegiance to the sultan but were excluded from the full mantle of citizenship, usually prohibited from such rights as bearing arms, which was seen as the duty of Muslims alone. By contrast, the West’s unique style of governance and political and legal systems, which rest on such principles as the secular rule of law, religious choice, free association, personal rights and the democratic nation-state, have in their best and most realised expressions – though obviously not always – allowed Jews to live as equals. From this sensibility has flowed the great intellectual, cultural and spiritual achievements of figures from Mahler to Elgar, from Chaucer to Dickens, from Disraeli to Brunel, from Julian of Norwich to Moses Mendelssohn, as well as the ordinary lives of people like you and me.


The Wykehamist fallacy


For all its complexity, our identity is not a nebulous concept or a purely private concern. It informs the way in which we relate to the world, from our manners to our foreign policy. In a particularly fine passage in his final book, Huntington wrote:




If American identity is defined by a set of universal principles of liberty and democracy, then presumably the promotion of those principles in other countries should be the primary goal of American foreign policy. If, however, the United States is ‘exceptional’, the rationale for promoting human rights and democracy elsewhere disappears.


If the United States is primarily a collection of cultural and ethnic entities, its national interest is in the promotion of the goals of those entities and we should have a ‘multicultural foreign policy’. If the United States is primarily defined by its European cultural heritage as a Western country, then it should direct its attention to strengthening its ties with Western Europe.


If immigration is making the United States a more Hispanic nation, we should orient ourselves primarily toward Latin America. If neither European nor Hispanic culture is central to American identity, then presumably America should pursue a foreign policy divorced from cultural ties to other countries. Other definitions of national identity generate different national interests and policy priorities. Conflicts over what we should do abroad are rooted in conflicts over who we are at home.19





It is perhaps the way in which our leaders tried to base Western identity on supposedly universal values in recent decades that led to our disastrous military interventions overseas. The British philosopher Isaiah Berlin pointed out that different moral principles, such as freedom and justice, may sometimes come into conflict without either one being invalid. He resisted the notion of ‘moral monism’, or a belief in a single, universal ethical truth, which only leads to oppression and eventually totalitarianism. Recent history, not least the Iraq War, has shown he was right to do so.


In contrast, however, democratic leaders after the Cold War embraced what Robin Renwick, the Labour peer and former Foreign Office mandarin, referred to as the ‘Wykehamist fallacy’, which affected young diplomats of a certain breeding. This, he said, was the tendency to assume that even the most bloodthirsty despot had an inner civilised chap as one might find at Winchester College. Treat him decently and that fair-minded fellow would float to the surface.


If the Western identity is built upon such beliefs, and if democratic values are a universal human good, then all one needs to do is remove Saddam Hussein or Colonel Gaddafi and their people will naturally embrace liberalism. In truth, however, there are other ways of structuring a society, particularly in tribal cultures, that might not be democratic but still hold their own forms of morality. The freedoms we enjoy in the West are a gift from the previous generations that laboured so hard to develop and protect them. They are ours. Place such things in the hands of corrupt men of tyrannical tendencies and what one soon discovers, as Lord Renwick used to point out, is that ‘actually, they’re a bunch of thugs’.


This is why – though so few people seem to hold it these days – our true moral position can only be to back both Israel and Ukraine with great resolve. Despite their many darknesses, and the blood, chaos and innocent suffering that stalks all warfare, these two countries are defending our shared inheritance against a bunch of thugs that wish to do away with it, and us into the bargain.


Israeli and Ukrainian armed forces have shared a bond since the latest catastrophes fell upon both their heads. In March 2022, a month after the Russian invasion, a viral video showed a Ukrainian soldier with the nom de guerre of ‘Zion’ proudly taking a biography of the Israeli wartime leader Golda Meir, who was born in Kyiv, out of his backpack. ‘This is my favourite book,’ he said. ‘I will take it with me even if it will be my last battle.’ 20 Indeed, the quote often attributed to Meir – ‘if the Arabs put down their weapons today, there would be no more violence. If the Jews put down their weapons today, there would be no more Israel’ – would apply equally well to the war with Russia.


‘It’s so clear that in the two cases, there is an aggressor and a victim,’ said the French philosopher and adventurer Bernard-Henri Lévy when I interviewed him on The Brink. ‘The aggressor is Putin for Ukraine, and Hamas, Hezbollah and Iran for Israel. Israel and Ukraine are equally victims of an aggression.’ Lévy has spent much time on the Ukrainian front lines and shared two observations with me. ‘Number one: the Ukrainian army very often sees the Israel Defence Forces as a model army, as a sister army,’ he said. ‘There are a lot of common points between the two. Second: I met many veterans of the Israel Defence Forces battling, struggling, fighting in the ranks of the Ukrainian army. In one of my films, there is an important segment when I film a band of five men, three ethnic Ukrainians and two Israeli veterans. They formed a real combat unit. They shared with me their absolutely heartbreaking experience of combat, of mutual sacrifice. So for me, it is clear that Israel and Ukraine are on the same side of the barricade.’


At the same time, it must be acknowledged that the West is hardly a monolithic cultural or political entity. This has always been the case, with different countries ploughing different furrows under different conditions; in particular, the United States stands out among the otherwise imperialist histories of Britain, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. From 1945 until the re-election of Donald Trump, however, those furrows ran more or less in parallel, as there was a consensus of alliance based on shared values, forged by the courage of Woodrow Wilson and Franklin Roosevelt. America’s forty-seventh president, however, has made a historic departure from this principle, often eschewing old alliances in favour of pragmatic dealmaking with the strongest powers and personalities. As a result, Canada, Europe and Australasia have found themselves cast adrift and scrambling to cope with the new order; the revised configuration of global power will take time to settle. Moreover, although the different nations of the West generally contend with similar challenges stemming generally from complacency and radicalism, the specific constellation of dangers facing individual countries may vary.


Now more than ever, we must value the gifts of our long civilisation. The West is not located purely in place or in policy, but in the hearts of the many millions who have emerged as the holders of our collective endowment through the generations. They have been, to use that much-abused term, diverse. Our societal genius can be found in what the political scientists Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba called our ‘civic culture’ of tolerance, freedom and consent that has developed since the Enlightenment, turning away from gatekeeping rites that guarded against the pollution of other races, religions and tribes. As Sir Roger Scruton observed: ‘Our obligations to others, to the country and to the state have been revised in a direction that has opened the way to the admission of people from outside the community – provided that they, too, can live according to the liberal ideal of citizenship.’ This lies at the heart of the miracle.


So the West does not depend on race, though in some contexts it could be said to play a part; neither does it depend on religion, though again that is hardly irrelevant; and it does not rest on dry questions of birth. At bottom, the West is a spiritual affair. It depends upon the individual embodiment of certain foundational values and sensibilities and our love for them. This allows us to share that feeling of belonging, that combination of home, kinship, values and culture in our hearts which we naturally seek to hold and defend. The West is broad enough to embrace the stranger yet consists of a distinct people, culture and way of life. It is at once elusive and abundantly obvious. If it can be shared by someone like me – with a Burmese great-grandmother sired by a Hokkien trader who sold cheroots from a stall in Daingwunkin bazaar (not Rudyard Kipling’s ‘whackin’ white’ ones but the brown stumpy variety),21 as well as Jewish antecedents who fled from eastern Europe to peddle fruit from a hand barrow while trudging from London to Glasgow on foot – it can be shared by someone like you. It is under assault as never before. Let’s not lose it.









Chapter One


CENTRIST FUNDAMENTALISM


Strangers on the earth


October 7 marked the end of a golden age in which antisemitism was relatively taboo – at least in polite society – yet the volcano had been boiling for decades before the eruption. This process was embedded in a greater cultural shift that occurred gradually after 1945 and then suddenly upon the collapse of the Soviet Union. The postwar period, described by the historian Simon Sebag Montefiore as the ‘Great Liberal Reformation’, produced great wealth and human flourishing, as well as advances in freedoms including the acceptance of homosexuality, contraception and abortion. The ‘seventy-year peace’, he observed, comprised two movements: ‘forty-five years of Cold War, then twenty-five of American unipotency’.1 Yet particularly in the latter phase, the familiar shape of society in the form of family, traditions and beliefs, which had balanced and channelled human instincts for centuries, was jettisoned.


In Britain, Tony Blair’s landslide victory in 1997 entrenched social democracy as the template for decades of governance, whether under Labour or the Conservatives. Our liberties came to be viewed as universal, not the hard-earned legacy of our forebears; lawyers, judges and other experts were granted power over politicians and the voters they represented; people from all cultures were seen as interchangeable, so mass immigration could be used as a tool of economics.


As in European countries, we were sold a selective or falsified version of history that suggested we were a ‘nation of immigrants’, or that our country was built by foreign newcomers rather than emerging as an endeavour to which they were attracted. In truth, of course, migrants did not deliver to us democracy, or universal suffrage, or individual rights, or the Industrial Revolution. Those things were ours. Yet in May 2025, research by the Policy Exchange think tank found British schools widely teaching from the ‘decolonisation’ textbook Brilliant Black British History, which asserted that black people had built Stonehenge and that ‘Britain was a black country for more than seven thousand years before white people came’. Its research showed that important elements of national history had been erased from state syllabuses, with fewer than one in five schools teaching the Battle of Agincourt and just 11 per cent teaching the battles of Trafalgar and Waterloo. The following month, it emerged that children were being taught that Vikings were ‘diverse’ and some were Muslim, seemingly on the strength of a few Islamic goods being found in the graves of some Vikings, who had traded with the Muslim world.2


Speaking on The Brink, the historian Sir Niall Ferguson told me: ‘In the 1990s, when the Cold War had been won and all the arguments seemed to be over – when Francis Fukuyama said that history had ended – that was when projects that had produced globalisation suddenly were let loose. And those projects were quite radical in terms of trade, capital flows and flows of migrants.’ Over time, those at the top of society turned their backs on patriotism and tradition, loyalty to peoplehood and homeland, a belief in borders to distinguish a nation from outsiders, and the peculiar religious and cultural sensibilities of their countries. Beginning around the turn of the millennium, these expressions of the old identity found themselves mocked and downtrodden, with our history, language, faith, values and customs slowly suffocated in the grip of secularisation, the sexual revolution, moral relativism and mass immigration. The elevation of other cultures was accompanied by heavy social penalties for dissenters, with pride in our way of life condemned as bigoted and any hesitation about the ways of others seen as racist.


In April 2024, a group of former British ministers, national security advisers, permanent secretaries, ambassadors and senior officials produced a policy paper entitled, The World in 2040: Renewing the UK’s approach to International Affairs. ‘The UK has often sought to project an image of “greatness” to the world that today seems anachronistic,’ they said. ‘Former colonies are making increasingly vocal demands around the need for reparations from colonialism and compensation for the loss and damage arising from historical industrial emissions . . . We cannot simply brush aside concerns around the UK’s historical legacy and questions of nationhood.’ They did not feel the need to justify that last statement.


The former mandarins even went on to recommend a ‘new brand’ for the Foreign Office, in order to ‘signal a forward-looking ambition for the twenty-first century’. The magnificent buildings at King Charles Street, built by George Gilbert Scott in 1868 as ‘a kind of national palace or drawing room for the nation’,3 should be muted, they argued. ‘A new Department for International Affairs (or Global Affairs UK) would signal a potentially quite different role. The physical surroundings on King Charles Street also hint at the Foreign Office’s identity: somewhat elitist and rooted in the past. Modernising premises – perhaps with fewer colonial era pictures on the walls – might help create a more open working culture and send a clear signal about Britain’s future?’ To most ordinary people, these people were undermining their country, not strengthening it.


The writer David Goodhart once recalled a conversation with Gus O’Donnell, then Britain’s most senior civil servant, over dinner at Oxford. Goodhart mentioned that he was writing a book on immigration. ‘When I was at the Treasury, I argued for the most open door possible,’ the cabinet secretary replied. ‘I think it’s my job to maximise global welfare, not national welfare.’ The director-general of the BBC at the time, Mark Thompson, who happened to be sitting nearby, concurred that ‘global welfare was paramount’.


This is not a fringe view in certain circles. When he was prime minister of Canada, Justin Trudeau, for instance, once told the New York Times magazine that Canada could be the ‘first postnational state’, claiming that ‘there is no core identity, no mainstream in Canada’.


Such opinions, which have been normal among the elites for decades, are not shared by at least 90 per cent of the population. ‘Is it healthy for democracy when such powerful people hold views that are evidently at odds with the core political intuitions of the majority of the public?’ Goodhart wondered.4 It was no surprise that by May 2025, foreigners were claiming £1 billion a month in benefits in Britain,5 a fact that enraged a burdened and beleaguered country. Yet this top 10 per cent of society polices its position by way of condescention towards everybody else. It is this attitude that I have come to call ‘centrist fundamentalism’.


In a world still trying to outrun the psychological shadow of the Second World War, the values that anchored society since the dawn of history have come to be seen by the elites as a reservoir of chauvinism from which the toxic stream of the Third Reich flowed. Democracies across the West have applied different versions of the same worldview, creating a global leadership class and technocratic retinues who governed according to a shared ideology, regardless of their political shade and oblivious to the deeper sensibilities of those to whom they were supposed to answer. Ordinary people, meanwhile, are obliged to silence their beliefs for fear of pillory or cancellation.


If the ideology could be personified, it would perhaps be in the figure of ‘Davos man’, the corporate executive found haunting the moneyed World Economic Forum event in the Alps, where the scent of cigars and illicit perfume is never far away, and where private jets touch down just in time for their occupants to attend hand-wringing sessions on climate change—often including a good telling-off by Greta Thunberg—and hungover men in tailored suits pay tens of thousands of francs to show their faces at lectures on social inequality. Huntington, who coined the ‘Davos man’ moniker, provided a description that well captured the high priests of centrist fundamentalism. ‘These transnationalists have little need for national loyalty, view national boundaries as obstacles that thankfully are vanishing, and see national governments as residues from the past whose only useful function is to facilitate the elite’s global operations,’6 he wrote. It goes without saying that both Gus O’Donnell7 and Mark Thompson8 are Davos attendees.


As conservatism has long understood, it is far better to allow human instincts to be healthily expressed in an organic social system of checks and balances than to attempt to stamp them out, or to dilute them into nothingness by universalising every value and mark of identity. ‘Now, there is no such thing as “man” in this world,’ wrote the French philosopher Joseph de Maistre in his 1796 pamphlet Considérations sur la France. ‘In my life I have seen Frenchmen, Italians, Russians, and so on. I even know, thanks to Montesquieu, that one can be Persian. But as for “man”, I declare I’ve never encountered him.’ For normal voters, these sentiments of national belonging remain as vivid as they were in the eighteenth century. By necessity, however, they are driven underground. As the debates surrounding Brexit, immigration and the elections of Trump showed, anybody who persists in surfacing such older sensibilities is now branded a racist and a fascist.


This malady has long affected every corner of the West. For decades, the only acceptable consensus among the elites has held that liberal values are universal; no culture has superior qualities, least of all our own, and exotic evils like Islamist radicalism are basically fine; open borders and free trade guard against war and instability; policymaking should take place on universal moral and humanitarian grounds rather than in the national interest; and Western norms represent a gold standard that every part of the world respects and is destined to emulate. It is this bastard child of various political, cultural and economic movements that is implied by ‘centrist fundamentalism’, in which ‘centrist’ implies a habit of self-fashioning as a grownup moderate, while ‘fundamentalism’ suggests the dogmatic mockery of dissenters and the weaponisation of taboo.
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