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What people are saying about


BrexLit

Dulcie’s writing pulses with an assured rhythm that is attuned both to the larger vision she is seeking to articulate and the local nuances of the works under discussion. To write so powerfully and well is an achievement to be commended.
Steven Shoemaker, PhD, Professor of English at Connecticut College and Director of the Roth Writing Center.

outstanding...its scale and scope are remarkable; its originality is unmistakable; its interdisciplinarity (spanning political science, history, and literary studies) is rare; the quality of its close readings is a continual pleasure; the polished elegance of its prose is like nothing I’ve seen from an undergraduate; and its timeliness and importance argue for its wider dissemination.
Julie Rivkin, PhD, Author of False Positions: The Representational Logics of Henry James’s Fiction.

The Financial Times may have coined the term ‘BrexLit’, but Dulcie Everitt has written the book on it.
Jeff Strabone, PhD, Author of Poetry and British Nationalisms in the Bardic Eighteenth Century: Imagined Antiquities.

I read with pleasure BrexLit: The Problem of Englishness in Pre- and Post-Brexit Referendum Literature. I was struck by its skillful intertwining of theories of nationalism, post-war British history and recent literature on Englishness. I was moreover impressed by Dulcie’s ability to tie together scholarship on nationalism, the UK-EU relationship, peripheral nationalism in the Celtic fringe, rising English nationalism and a sophisticated analysis of different literary genres.
David Patton, PhD, Author of In Out of the East: From PDS to Left Party in Unified Germany and Cold War Politics in Postwar Germany.

Nationalism is an increasingly worrying phenomena. Dulcie gets to the heart of this issue with an academic review of the literature centred on Brexit and the English people’s understanding of their own identity and how it sits alongside the concept of being British.
Mark Glover, FPRCA, Chief Executive, Newington Communications; Executive Director, SEC Group
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Note on Usage


Throughout this book, I have chosen to follow the conventional usage of terms relating to England and the United Kingdom. I have used ‘UK’ and ‘Britain’ interchangeably although a more precise definition of each is available. Having said this, I specifically use ‘Britain’ or ‘British’ when I am referring to the British Empire or the British people at large acknowledging that Britain, even today, is dominated by England in terms of politics and power. Where I use ‘the UK’ I indicate towards the purportedly equal political union between England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. I would also like to make clear that ‘England’ is not the name of the polity of the United Kingdom. When I refer to England, I refer specifically to the subnational territorial unit that lies south of the Kershope Burn and east of the River Wye. When I refer to Englishness, I refer specifically to a national identity that is distinct from ‘British’ and that represents a constituent part of the United Kingdom—an identity that forms itself in opposition to other national identities within the UK in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland.






Introduction


Over the past 2 decades, the Western world has collectively experienced a resurgence of nationalist sentiment that has deeply disturbed the political landscape. Throughout Europe, nationalist, right-wing political parties have begun to capture a larger number of supporters, while in the United States, Donald Trump’s presidency has brought to light some of the ugliest facets of American self-conceptualization. However, nowhere else have the effects of resurgent nationalism been more crippling than in England. In the 4 years since the United Kingdom voted to leave the European Union on June 23, 2016—a movement dubbed ‘Brexit’—a seismic shift has occurred towards a collective effort and desire to (re)discover the meaning of Englishness among those who consider themselves a part of this national group.

Although what is happening in England is, as journalist Fintan O’Toole suggests, ‘a local version of a global phenomenon…it is also different’ (O’Toole x). Unlike other Western countries experiencing a resurgence of right-wing nationalism, England is not a sovereign state, but rather a constituent part of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Therefore, English nationalism is a form of nationalism that does not directly correlate to the existing nation-state. English nationalists are attempting to define and assert Englishness as distinct within the larger polity—an attempt that has struggled to find firm ground and has in fact submerged England in a crisis of identity. Given the stark contrast between how the English voted (Leave, with the notable exception of London), how Wales voted (Leave, by a smaller majority), and how Scotland and Northern Ireland voted (Remain), speculation surrounding what ‘Englishness’ means as opposed to ‘Britishness’ has been rife among scholars, politicians, and artists.

Such speculation has displayed not only the vast array of theories on English nationalism; the splintering of opinion and explanation has also demonstrated just how incapable of defining itself England actually is. Discussions of Englishness inevitably bring to the fore how history (and the dearth of accurate historical knowledge), political rhetoric, and the international liberal order, which the UK had a major hand in creating, have worked together to produce the contemporary manifestations of English nationalism.

The debate over whether to remain a member of the EU or not was among the most polarizing political debates that Britain has ever seen, not just among individuals, but among the constituent parts of the UK as well. Like most seismic events in our world, Brexit immediately triggered a literary movement that sought to make sense of our reality through fiction. This still-emerging genre of literature has been named ‘BrexLit’ by the Financial Times in 2016 (‘Brexit’ + ‘Literature’). For those readers unfamiliar with what the political phenomenon of Brexit is, it refers to the UK’s decision, made via a referendum vote, to withdraw from the European Union. A referendum is a political vote determined by the people rather than the government; it is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘The process or principle of referring an important political question (e.g. a proposed constitutional change) to be decided by a general vote of the entire electorate’ (OED). Sometimes, referenda are non-binding, meaning that the result does not have to be acted upon by the government. However, in the case of Brexit, the results were accepted by the government, and Parliament began the legal process of disentangling the UK from the EU.

The literary works that I cover in this book are a non-exhaustive list of BrexLit texts, and given the immediacy of my own project I am also likely to leave out some that haven’t quite reached publication yet. However, I believe they provide the best possible opportunity to gauge the immediate chaos, confusion, and tension that followed the referendum. They are also well-suited to answering the question that this book raises on the problem of Englishness in both pre- and post-Brexit Britain, and how that problem might be solved.

In order to comprehend what literature is telling us about Englishness, it is vital to first understand the historical background that either constitutes or informs the backdrop for these texts. For this reason, I use the first part of this book to delve into the theoretical and historical context necessary for understanding how and why Brexit came to be. I have done so as concisely as possible to allow for maximum understanding in minimum time. Then, in the second part I go on to analyse how literature published both pre-referendum and post-referendum considers the problem of Englishness, which is to say the problem of a fractured sense of English identity.

Part one of this book is by no means a complete guide to English nationalism, UK membership of the EU, or insurgent nationalisms in the UK. What I discuss is what I believe is most relevant for understanding the BrexLit texts discussed in part two. I acknowledge that I may skim over or skip altogether elements of history or politics that to others might seem more important or equally so. I also recognise that my discussion might simplify some of the events, people, or movements that I consider. For example, when I discuss Irish nationalism I focus specifically on the Irish Republican Army (IRA). However, I do not do this to suggest that all Irish nationalists support terrorism or that this is the sole expression of Irish nationalism. Rather, I aim to outline where the surge in peripheral nationalisms across the UK has been most visibly expressed, as well as to provide context to some of the literature that I cover later that specifically refers to the IRA and its attacks. For those readers who wish to delve even deeper into the historical and political context that I grapple with in part one, please refer to the section at the end of this book for further reading, where I have listed more expertly written sources.

I acknowledge that the works I cover in part two come from what I read to be a Remain perspective—some are dystopian, and all of them criticize both the campaign and projected aftermath of the vote. However, I sincerely believe that despite their, in certain instances, rather obvious biases, they are all valuable documents of how Brexit has divided a nation in two, and how the insecure underpinnings of English identity have been revealed and confronted.

I write this book from the perspective of a young student living through events it details. I was home in London for the Brexit referendum of 2016, before I left the UK to study in the US, placing me in-country for Donald Trump’s presidential election of the same year. Watching the growth of right-wing nationalism in both countries sparked in me an urgent desire to understand the present moment—how we got here as a nation and where we go now.

My intention for this book is not to force my analysis and the conclusions I draw from current events and literature on my readers. After all, the literary fiction I cover takes an almost maddening joy in leaving the conclusion-drawing to the person holding the book, rather than the one who wrote it. I have sought to impartially analyse all that I have found throughout my research—both on the politics and literature surrounding Brexit and Englishness—to draw conclusions that inevitably end up being somewhat partial. Of course, we all draw conclusions differently, and I encourage my readers to do the same with this book—draw your own conclusions by analysing and critiquing mine! I hope to inspire reflection, and to make the first contribution to what I know will become a topic of deep interest to many over time.






PART ONE






Chapter One

Theories of Nationalism and the English Case


The Romans first with Julius Caesar came,
Including all the nations of that name,
Gauls, Greeks, and Lombards; and by computation,
Auxiliaries, or slaves of every nation.

With Hengist, Saxons; Danes, with Sueno came,
In search of plunder, not in search of fame.

Scots, Picts, and Irish from th’ Hibernian shore;
And conquering William brought the Normans o’er. 

All these their bar’brous offspring left behind,
The dregs of armies, they of all mankind:
Blended with Britons, who before were here,
Of whom the Welch have blest the character.

From this amphibious ill-born mob began
That vain ill-natured thing, an Englishman.

Daniel Defoe



Theories of Nationalism

To tackle the problem of Englishness in contemporary Britain, we must first understand what nationalism is and how it came about. Nationalism is a word we hear and use regularly with little reflection, primarily because in an age when the existence of distinct nations defines the way that our world operates, it appears to be a natural and universal phenomenon. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word ‘nationalism’ was first recorded in 1798 by Augustin Barruel, a French publicist and Jesuit priest. He used it as follows: ‘Nationalism, or the love for a particular nation, took place of the general love’ (OED). Barruel’s use of the word nationalism might seem vague, but it is actually very useful for understanding why this was the first time the word is recorded in use. Barruel first briefly defines what the word nationalism means as ‘love for a particular nation’, which suggests that a love of one’s nation was not necessarily a widespread sentiment before the turn of the nineteenth century. His phrasing of how nationalism ‘took place of the general love’ is unspecific but useful in its implication that other forms of identity attachment had, until that time, traditionally been more important than one’s nationhood. There are many possible identity attachments that come to mind, but one’s religious beliefs seem to be the most obvious one, especially in the English case where sectarian violence is historically rife. The shift that Barruel describes suggests that around the time of the Enlightenment, national attachment became a more robust and prevalent phenomenon. In the two hundred years since this first use of the word ‘nationalism’, this is still typically how political scientists understand how contemporary nationalism functions: as a predominant identity attachment shared by a group of individuals living in the same region or territory.

Despite the consensus on what nationalism means in terms of how it impacts the identity and selfhood of citizens, there are a plethora of theories on how to truly define the word nationalism, how it develops (or is developed), and how it is expressed over time. These debates take place mostly among academics—whose intention is generally to simply understand—and politicians—whose intention is to use this understanding to appeal to the people and to advance their agenda—but they also reach into literature and visual art, which I explore in the second part of this book. One of the leading academic scholars in the field, Benedict Anderson, wrote a book titled Imagined Communities in which he defines nationalism—as his book title suggests—as ‘an imagined political community—and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign’ (Anderson 6). Anderson locates the rise of modern forms of nationalism as simultaneous with the rise of print capitalism, the novel, and the newspaper, arguing that ‘these forms provided the technical means for “re-presenting” the kind of imagined community that is the nation’ (Anderson 25). Indeed, the rise of print capitalism in the eighteenth century provided a new opportunity for those in power to disseminate identical information across entire nations. Where information had chiefly spread by word of mouth, now stories and ideas were received almost simultaneously and in identical form. When a population located within the same geographical area is reading the same texts, its people are inevitably tied together in new and significant ways, and this forms a basis for the ‘imagined community’. It doesn’t seem so special to us now that we might meet a stranger and share things in common—a TV show we watched, a book we read—but in those times, it must have been incredible to know that people you never met before had shared experiences from reading the same newspapers and books. Print capitalism, Anderson argues, was transformative in creating a people with shared ideas, experiences and beliefs, and thus a national community. Anderson’s argument neatly corresponds with and affirms Barruel’s statement in 1798 that nationalism ‘took place of the general love’; for as print capitalism emerges, it forms invisible bonds throughout a politically bordered region which results in national identity becoming more important than other identity attachments.

Anderson’s theory becomes even more persuasive when one considers how the definition of words related to nationalism have changed over time. For example, ‘nationalist’ appears in 1715 and 1716 as ‘An adherent or advocate of a national church’, but just over a century later in 1817 it reappears as ‘A person considered as belonging to a particular nationality; a typical representative of a particular nationality’ (OED). As I alluded above, religious attachment in England in particular was extremely important during the Reformation of the sixteenth century, and the violent struggle between Protestants and Catholics within its borders is a prime example of how national attachment—one’s ‘Englishness’—was considered less important than one’s relationship to the Church. Anderson’s theory suggests that as imagined communities began to form throughout the eighteenth century, while religion certainly did not disappear, a person introducing themselves might become more inclined to say that they were ‘English’ rather than ‘Catholic’.

Unlike Anderson, some scholars focus less on the mechanisms through which modern nationalisms came to be, and more on how modern nationalisms are experienced. Jeremy Black states that ‘Nationalism is a feeling as much as a principle’ (Black 1), suggesting that there is something more emotional than logical about nationalism. Similarly, Tom Nairn suggests that ‘‘Nationalism’ is the pathology of modern developmental history, as inescapable as ‘neurosis’ in the individual, with much the same essential ambiguity attaching to it, a similar builtin capacity for descent into dementia, rooted in the dilemmas of helplessness thrust upon most of the world (the equivalent of infantilism for societies) and largely incurable’ (qtd. in Anderson 5). Describing nationalism as being like a disease suggests that there is something irresistible and inescapable about it, as though it is a lifelong virus that flares up in the right environmental conditions—rather an apt description. In this definition, Nairn also touches on some of the key characteristics of modern nationalism: its ‘ambiguity’, its capacity to eradicate accurate historical knowledge (‘descent into dementia’), and its inescapability (‘largely incurable’). All three of these characteristics affect the experience of nationalism at both the collective national level, and at the individual level.

Despite the fact that scholarly analysis of nationalism is a fairly recent phenomenon (the majority of this work was carried out in the twentieth century) and often focuses on the world of nations since the seventeenth century at the earliest, many scholars use ‘nationalism’ to describe a phenomenon in England specifically that is purported to have existed for far longer. Eric Hobsbawm, for example, suggests that nationalism is a phenomenon that can exist in the absence of the modern nation-state and Anderson’s print capitalism. He writes: ‘nationalism comes before nations. Nations do not make states and nationalisms but the other way around’ (Hobsbawm 10). Hobsbawm’s argument here is a version of the chicken and the egg; in order to create a nation-state, one first requires a group of people (nationalists) to actively create, perform, and assert their collective identity as a nation. On this understanding, nationalism does not require a territory—and certainly does not require print capitalism and the novel—to be experienced, and therefore suggests that England could have been privy to the experience of nationalism long before the eighteenth century. Black similarly argues that England experienced nationalism long before other states, claiming that it met many of the modern conditions for nationalism discussed in scholarship: ‘Nationalism is frequently discussed as a product of the last quarter-millennium…many characteristics of nationalism, including a collective name, shared history, a distinctive shared culture, an association with a specific territory, and a sense of solidarity, can be seen earlier, and certainly so with England’ (Black 36). Black similarly undercuts Anderson’s requirement for print capitalism and the novel, suggesting that ‘A sense of national consciousness [in England] did not require mass support, nor indeed an audience’ (Black 63). If this is true, then English nationalism might be an exceptional case of nationalism, where the desire to belong and co-exist with those who share your space, language, and, in many cases, ethnicity, came before a regional effort to convince people that they had such a desire.

However, even if both Hobsbawm and Black suggest that nationalism has been, and can be, experienced in England without modern innovations, they also both acknowledge the problematic nature of the very term ‘English nationalism’. England today is not, in actual fact, a sovereign state in its own right at all. English nationalism is a ‘proto-nationalism…because there is currently no English state within the United Kingdom, which is the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’ (Black 1). Although what Black says is true, England has not always been a part of the United Kingdom. England was among the first nations to exist in its recognizable territorial form, emerging as a distinct kingdom even before the Norman conquest of 1066, and its long history provides it ample space to have developed some form of cohesive identity before the formation of the UK. Throughout the Middle Ages, particularly at the end of the Hundred Years’ War, England was on track to develop a ‘greater degree of national identity and uniformity’ (Black 75)—a precursor perhaps to the form of nationalism rife during the rise of the British Empire, which I will discuss later. However, as early as the sixteenth century, under Tudor rule, England began to define itself through expansion across the island on which it lies. King Henry VIII (r. 1509–1547), who was partly Welsh-descended, sought to align the English and Welsh through the Laws in Wales Acts (1535, 1542), which politically incorporated Wales into the Kingdom of England. Notably, this law incorporated Wales into England, rather than merging them as equals. A unitary British kingdom—the beginning of the end for England as a self-contained nation—truly commenced with the Act of Union in 1707, whereby England joined with Scotland to create the Kingdom of Great Britain (of which Wales was automatically a part as well). Ireland, which is of course itself an island, was the last member of the current United Kingdom to join the conglomerate. In 1801, Ireland officially became a part of the United Kingdom, despite having been subject to English, and later British, monarchical rule for over 600 years. It was not until the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921, when the Irish Free State (which became the Republic of Ireland in 1949) broke away from the United Kingdom leaving Northern Ireland behind, that the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland was finally formed.

The English Case: Challenges to the Post-Empire Quest for Identity

So how can England, which no longer exists as a sovereign nation-state, but rather as a part of the larger polity of the UK, experience its own nationalism? And does Hobsbawm’s suggestion that nationalisms precede nations make the case of English nationalism less confusing? Perhaps so, for if England has, for all intents and purposes, lost its nation-state, then the nationalist push to reclaim it seems extremely predictable. However, it was England that spearheaded the formation of the UK in the first place, arguably in an attempt to exert control over all the people and resources in its vicinity (or perhaps debate would be too generous). Furthermore, if nationalist movements tend to stem from a desire for national self-determination—a Wilsonian principle dating back to World War I—then the English case is even more confusing. England’s lack of a sovereign nation-state does not mean that it lacks political power or necessarily self-determination. In fact, it continues to dominate politics across the entire UK, with the government operating out of Westminster in London, led by a prime minister who is typically—though not always—English. Anglo-centrism in the UK may in part be down to the fact that decision-making in many cases stems from Westminster, but it may also reflect the distribution of the population, as just under 84 per cent of the British population lives in England (World Population Review). Furthermore, in a table comparing the Aggregate Labour Productivity Index in different regions of the UK (excluding Northern Ireland) Christopher Rocks demonstrates that the average contribution of labour to the generation of goods and services, which is a major factor behind GDP per capita, is much higher than the rest of the UK (Rocks 7). With this unequal distribution of power in mind, if nationalist movements arise out of a desire to assert political independence and power, then neighbouring Scottish, Welsh, and Irish nationalisms, which are formed in opposition to an Anglo-centric framework of government, appear far more natural. The only convincing argument that England has somehow lost sovereignty as a result of UK politics is the West Lothian question, which is the argument over whether MPs from Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland should be able to vote in matters concerning only England when English MPs are unable to vote on exclusively Scottish, Welsh, and Northern Irish matters because they have their own regional assemblies.

Having said this, the paranoia and protectionist rhetoric emerging among English nationalists in recent years suggests that a more complicated explanation is required to fully understand what has triggered this surge of nationalism. One explanation is that Englishness has historically been formed in response to, and as a consequence of, international pressures, whether those be positive for the nation’s status as a global power, as with the rise of the British Empire, or negative, as with the fall of Empire and the rise of insurgent Scottish, Welsh, and Irish nationalisms. In other words, Englishness is ‘reliant on opposition to others’ (Black 14). Although the rise of the British Empire was not a uniquely English pursuit, to the English, and indeed to many foreign nationals, ‘England’ and ‘Britain’ are often viewed as essentially coterminous (Black 83), meaning that both the fallen Empire and the geographical territory of the UK is often associated specifically with England as opposed to Scotland, Wales, or Northern Ireland. As Anthony Barnett points out in his book The Lure of Greatness: England’s Brexit and America’s Trump, even supposedly British newspapers demonstrate this bias; in February 2016 the Daily Mail printed a front page headline reading ‘WHO WILL SPEAK FOR ENGLAND?’, printing underneath: ‘and, of course, by “England”…we mean the whole of the United Kingdom’ (Barnett 114–115). The blurring between Englishness and Britishness further complicates conceptions of English nationalism. ‘English’ and ‘British’ becomes a hybrid, and ‘British’ seemingly excludes the Scot, Welsh, and Irish citizens it should represent.

One explanation for the hybridity of English and British nationalism, and thus for the root of contemporary Englishness, is that as the British Empire expanded and gained global power and significance, so did what Arthur Aughey calls English ‘exceptionalism’ (Aughey, The Politics 23). As Anglo-centric Britain became a global superpower, ‘Englishness was of universal, not just local significance—an exemplary exception—and so did not have to adopt…cultural distinctiveness’ (Aughey, The Politics 94). The notion of exceptionalism is significant because many modern nation-states have developed their nationalism in the post-colonial era as a way of redefining and reasserting themselves on the global stage, having previously been dominated by Britain and similar powers. England did not have to do this; it was never oppressed but was, rather, the oppressor, which meant that the only self-conceptualization it needed during the rise of Empire was to imagine itself as the superior nation. Indeed, the song ‘Rule Britannia’, a patriotic homage to Britain’s military strength and exceptionalism, links ‘national destiny, naval strength and personal liberty’ (Black 8) and is still frequently played during events of national significance. Similarly, according to Jeremy Black, during the Victorian era ‘Britain displayed attitudes of national uniqueness, nationalist self-confidence, and a xenophobic contempt for foreigners…seen as backward and illiberal’ (Black 9–10). Though these Victorian attitudes were not directly related to Britain’s military prowess, the notion of British exceptionalism, and therefore of Englishness as equivalent to greatness, was imagined in terms of English opposition to others—to other nations and superpowers, and to the ‘backward and illiberal’ people from across the Empire. The imagery of the uncivilized ‘savage’ comes to mind, conveniently placing England on an imagined pedestal of intellect and importance that only existed in the mind of the nation. Perhaps inevitably, a collective belief in British distinctiveness and exceptionalism did rise up and take root at the height of the British Empire, though many English people ironically thought of exceptionalism as a ‘norm’ (Aughey, The Politics 23), rather than something exclusive to England, perhaps unable to recognize their own privileged position in the global order. This made it all the more difficult, when the Empire fell, for England to define itself in a meaningful way. Still exceptional, but now in a problematic position, England was left entirely bereft of identity. Global power created an identity based on domination and unchecked power, so in the absence of Empire debate and confusion surrounding what it meant to be English now emerged—a question we are still struggling to answer.

Fast forward to the twentieth century as war grips Europe; the international landscape began to change drastically, forcing England into a new and profound experience of identity-based confusion. World War I initially seemed to bolster British global supremacy, but Britain also suffered tremendous loss of life and resources. World War II then constituted a major turning point for Britain. Despite demonstrably winning the war with the help of its allies, Britain suffered major economic and social trauma that drastically depleted its assets and capital. The year 1945 ushered in a concentrated period of decolonization as the British Empire began to steadily decline. At the same time, in a collective effort to prevent future world wars, countries throughout the world began to collaborate in liberal international projects whereby the creation of new institutions created a rules-based international order. The UK was a founding member of both the United Nations in 1945, and the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) in 1949, willingly placing itself in organizations where it was simply one nation among many. Meanwhile, Europe engaged in its own regional project named the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) (1951 Treaty of Paris), and had six member states: France, West Germany, Luxembourg, Belgium, Italy, and the Netherlands. The ECSC existed as a standalone entity until 1967, when the Treaty of Brussels led to the assimilation of the ECSC into the European Economic Community (EEC), which was established in 1957 by the Treaty of Rome. The six founding states of the ECSC were the same six states that belonged to the EEC, so even as the functions merged there was little change to the dynamic within the bloc. New members steadily began to join the EEC over the next half-century, but the European Union as we know it did not exist until 1993 and the Treaty of Maastricht.

Despite Winston Churchill leading the charge for a united European entity from the outset, even calling for the creation of a ‘United States of Europe’ in 1946, he never suggested that the UK would actually be a part of it. Churchill aligned the UK with the US and the USSR at the end of his speech: ‘Great Britain, the British Commonwealth of Nations, mighty America—and, I trust, Soviet Russia, for then indeed all would be well—must be the friends and sponsors of the new Europe and must champion its right to live. Therefore I say to you “Let Europe arise”!’ (Churchill, ‘United States of Europe’). Here, Churchill places the UK and its Commonwealth on a pedestal with two other global superpowers and implies that the UK is somehow above entering into this European project—that it remained exceptional. Of course, the UK did join in 1973 under Edward Heath, proving this to be a rather aloof statement. However, it is absolutely true that unlike its European neighbours, the UK’s entry into the EEC represented not a gaining of significance, but rather ‘a contraction of power now that Britain, whose influence was spread across the globe, has returned to the condition of a medium-sized European power’ (Aughey, The Politics 88). The UK entered based on the economic benefits that the EEC would offer them, and never strongly supported the aim of an ‘ever closer union’ that was enshrined in the Treaty of Rome in 1957 (Miller). Yet, the overwhelming sense that the UK (England in particular) had lost some of its exceptionalism in the global arena meant that almost immediately after it joined the EEC there was widespread angst about the European project. Importantly, the UK did manage to retain some facets of its own political and economic culture over time that other EU members have not—for example, the UK did not adopt the euro, instead keeping its own currency, the pound sterling. In this way, the UK (and by default England) did preserve some of its exceptionalism even as it entered the EEC on a supposedly level playing field. However, ultimately, the shift from global superpower to one-among-many powers proved to be a stressful transition in terms of defining Englishness in particular, since it had not only been the political powerhouse of the UK but of a large percentage of the Earth. As Fintan O’Toole points out, ‘In reality, Britain went from being an imperial power to being a reasonably ordinary but privileged Western European country. In the apparition conjured by Brexit, it went straight from being the colonizer to being the colonized’ (O’Toole 86). Indeed, the depletion of English influence within the EEC meant a collapsing of identity where identity traditionally meant global dominance. Although the void that was left may have been unnoticeable to many, it was undeniably present, and has driven anti-EU sentiment ever since.

Aside from membership of the EU, another more local threat to English national identity and exceptionalism has begun to emerge in the last 3 decades in particular: devolution of the United Kingdom itself. Scholars analysing the resurgence of English nationalism post-referendum have asserted that it is the insurgent nationalisms of neighbouring Ireland, Scotland, and Wales that have truly driven contemporary versions of Englishness. Indeed, Jeremy Black argues that, ‘nationalism, or at least a distinctive nationalism, has been precipitated, and, in part, forced upon England, by the development in the British Isles of strident nationalisms that have contested Britishness, and with much success. Irish nationalism was the first, but it was followed by those of Wales and, more prominently, Scotland’ (Black 2). As Ireland, Scotland, and Wales engaged in their own attempts to reassert their identities—movements triggered by disillusionment with the Anglo-centric axis of power in Britain—the possibility that England’s power could further diminish loomed large. This novel concern, as Aughey describes it, was ‘not the end of empire but the end of the United Kingdom or the anxiety that, while the other nations are coming out from under the “safety blanket” of Britishness, the English will be smothered under its folds’ (Aughey, The Politics 97). The growing strength of insurgent nationalisms within the UK was and remains a serious wake-up call for England; either it must follow suit and reassert a viable and cohesive version of its own identity, or it must be prepared to lose its last glimmer of exceptionalism on the international stage.

English nationalists’ attempts to repatriate themselves with a lost English identity over the past 2 decades in particular have allowed for the introduction of new nationalist narratives into the mainstream political discourse. One such narrative is nostalgia—an appeal to a better, more glorious past. The word ‘nostalgia’ can be defined as both an individual and a collective experience—the latter being more relevant to the discussion of nationalism. The OED defines nostalgia as a ‘sentimental imagining or evocation of a period of the past’, or ‘a collective term for things which evoke a former (remembered) era’ (OED). In recent Western political rhetoric, the invocation of nostalgia has especially been used by xenophobic politicians and leaders to bolster their platforms. Donald Trump’s slogan ‘Make America Great Again’ is an invocation of past greatness that, regardless of whether that greatness ever existed as imagined, appealed to a large swathe of the country that felt left behind or angry with their current situations. The same was true of the Brexit referendum campaign slogan—‘Take back control’—which implied that control had been not only lost but taken from the UK. The invocation of nostalgia is not a new political device, nor one exclusive to Britain. As David Lowenthal outlines:


There always appears a time when ‘folk did not feel fragmented, when doubt was either absent or patent, when thought fused with action, when aspiration achieved consummation, when life was wholehearted; in short, a past that was unified and comprehensible, unlike the incoherent, divided present’. The only thing missing in this past, of course, is its own nostalgia for an undivided, coherent past. (qtd. in Aughey, The Politics 83)



Indeed, the appeal to a ‘great’ past where one had ‘control’ suggests that the current political and economic situation—which is tremendously divided and divisive—is ‘new’ and can be reversed by imitating the world as it existed in the past—the opposite of what we would typically describe as progress. The greatest deception of nostalgia, as Lowenthal points out, is that every generation feels it; at no time in history has any nation or territory—England in particular—been completely at ease with itself and the state of the world in the contemporary moment.

Having said this, appeals to nostalgia are most successful when a significant percentage of the country feels disenfranchised by the current political environment, and when going back in time means returning to a period of greater stability and prosperity in their lives. Immediately following the Brexit referendum, three political scientists, Steven Winlow, Steve Hall, and James Treadwell, sought to understand how the Leave campaign was so successful in England in particular. They spoke with several fervent Brexit supporters—specifically those associating themselves with the English Defence League, a far-right political group that describes itself as having ‘risen from the English working class to act, lead and inspire in the struggle against global Islamification’, and ‘respects English tradition’ (English Defence League). The authors link the ‘rise of the right’—the title of their book—to the ‘palpable sense of lack’ (Winlow, Hall, and Treadwell 2) being experienced by the people, and suggest that:


many ordinary people…often see for themselves a life of unending struggle, a life in which the pleasures of community life have been withdrawn, a life of frustration, interrupted all too briefly by occasional flurries of consumerist hedonism. They can sense life only as a backward step, the loss of things deemed valuable and important. The benefits of our allegedly open, marketised society are the privileges of successful others. Those trapped in the lower echelons can see no forward step in their own lives. They are convinced that for them the best times have now been left behind. As a result of all this, a growing number of these people are now very angry. (Winlow, Hall, and Treadwell 3)



The anger described here is borne of individuals feeling marginalized and frustrated by the political and social environment in which they find themselves, and it explains, in part, why Leave was as successful as it was. Leave’s campaign offered a change that Remain didn’t and gave its supporters hope for a better future—one that could only be rediscovered by taking back control and returning to the ‘glory days’, pre-EU, when England truly was exceptional on the world stage.

While the political weaponization of economic lack was a key tactic that the Brexit campaign used to gain widespread support among the more rural areas of England, a more disturbing, yet related, tool was used as well: racism and xenophobia. Nigel Farage, leader of the UK Independence Party (UKIP), is often seen as the ringleader of xenophobic rhetoric during the campaign. He expertly tapped into existing fears of foreigners—of refugees, immigrants, and asylum seekers—and used them as scapegoats for many of the problems that white British people are faced with—for example unemployment and low income levels. In one instance, Farage used the side of a London bus to exhibit an image of hundreds of Middle Eastern asylum seekers waiting to enter the UK border, drawing on what was at the time an almost world-wide anxiety about the influx of Syrian refugees in particular, and suggesting that upon their inevitable arrival, they would steal jobs and services from the ‘true’ British people (see Appendix, Figure 1). Farage’s rhetoric sparked vicious debate about race and ethnicity in the UK, and the kindling was especially flammable in England.

To understand the appeal of Farage’s rhetoric, one must understand the historical place of racism within English and British nationalism. Often, nationalisms expressed in our contemporary moment are defined by a desire for a shared ethnic identity—a phenomenon unsurprisingly called ethnic nationalism. Ethnic nationalism is often viewed in opposition to civic nationalism, which holds that regardless of race or ethnicity, those who value the nation’s institutions and civic life belong to it. England was initially built more on ideas of civic nationalism than on the idea of a single ethnic identity. The territorial space that constitutes the British Isles has been invaded several times, including by the Romans, the Vikings, the Normans, the French, and the Dutch. Over time, as new invasions brought new people, the population became significantly mixed and led to an amalgamation of ethnicities.

Interestingly, as recently as the eighteenth century ‘the English were quite exceptional in boasting of their mongrel origins (Britons, Anglo-Saxons, Scandinavians, Normans, Scots, Irish, etc.)’ (Hobsbawm 108). However, even if many did boast of the ethnically diverse origins of Britain, that is not to say that racism and xenophobia were entirely absent from political or everyday rhetoric. Daniel Defoe’s satirical poem The True-Born Englishman that begins this chapter was written in 1701 to defend King William of England, who was from the Netherlands, against xenophobic attacks from his own people. The poem has gained significant popularity particularly in the past few decades for ‘its exposure of the fallacies of racial prejudice’ (Mutter) in England—the same racial prejudice that was incited for political gain during the Brexit campaign. Defoe’s poem describes the process of ethnic amalgamation within Britain; from the Romans to the Normans, all have ‘Blended with Britons’ and produced the mixed generations to come. His defence of the foreign King amounts to the accusation that the ‘vain ill-natured thing, an Englishman’ despises the very ‘amphibious ill-born mob’ of which they are a direct result. The hyperbolic language he uses is both amusing and endearing. The reader is encouraged to feel kindly towards the ‘bar’brous offspring left behind’ and to laugh as we realize that Defoe’s deep scepticism towards any definition of the ‘true-born Englishman’ lies in the fact that there is no such thing.

Having said all this, while frequent invasion did lead to a ‘mongrel’ nation, England was still predominantly white. Therefore, by the time national consciousness truly began to take hold in the eighteenth century, Englishness was—and still is—subconsciously synonymous with whiteness. When we think academically about the creation of the white subject, we often do so in an American context—a nation built on the foundations of white supremacy. However, quick to criticize the US, we often need to be reminded that the UK has also been built on a foundation of white supremacy, and in many ways is no different from the United States. Paul Gilroy’s book There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack published in 1987 did just that at a time when very few had the ears for what he had to say. He shed light on the attitudes towards race relations within the UK in the 1980s, and although in an introduction to the 2002 edition of the text he notes: ‘Britain’s black and other minority settlers still constitute a problem, but its dimensions have altered… “race” is rendered differently’ (Gilroy xii), much of his original text remains deeply relevant in post-Brexit referendum Britain. Indeed, despite Gilroy’s attempts to invite deep reflection and offer a newfound understanding of race relations in Britain, the topic remains an uncomfortable one for many. In his book Natives: Race & Class in the Ruins of Empire published in 2019, hip-hop artist, writer, educator and social entrepreneur Akala discusses how his own life has been shaped by race and class, and he too acknowledges the ongoing difficulties of discussing race in Britain. He writes:


discussions about race in the UK are rather fascinating and often coloured by what I am going to call ‘A Very British Brand of Racism’; polite denial, quiet amusement or outright outrage that one could dare to suggest that the mother of liberty is not a total meritocracy after all, that we too, like so many ‘less-civilized’ nations around the world, have a caste system. (Akala 23)



Akala’s description of the Briton unable or unwilling to acknowledge the faults of the nation provides insight into why little has changed in the last 50 years. It is the resistance to discussions such as those led by Gilroy and Akala which allows racist discourse to continuously enter the mainstream narrative with little challenge, and which thus allows it to remain woven into the fabric of what it means to be British. In the wake of George Floyd’s murder in Minnesota and the Black Lives Matter protests that erupted across the globe, white people in Britain have certainly become more aware that these conversations urgently need to be had, and many have become more open to having them. However, it still remains a deeply uncomfortable process for many people, and Akala’s point about ‘A Very British Brand of Racism’ certainly still holds true.

Both Akala and Gilroy link the ‘ruins of Empire’ to modern manifestations of racism and reveal how the link between them perpetuates an Englishness rooted in whiteness. While Akala takes a more personal approach to his book, Gilroy focuses almost exclusively on the theorizing of racism and its place in Britain. He makes the case that the waning of Empire and racist discourse are interrelated phenomena—that the framing of Englishness as white is a way of maintaining the comfort of white Britons who have nowhere else to latch their national identity. In the introduction to his book, Gilroy writes: ‘Britons have come to need “race”. They may even rely upon its sham certainties as one way to keep their bearings in an increasingly confusing and vertiginous world’ (Gilroy xxiii). Here, Gilroy reminds us that race is not a natural divider, but rather a social construct intentionally built to suppress one group and elevate another. To those already elevated equality feels less like raising up others and more like being pulled down themselves. It is exactly the same logic as is used to imagine that England has been dragged down by both loss of Empire and through its membership of the EU—an organization of equals. Once again, the overlap between a declining Empire and the lack of a cohesive English identity leads to an almost desperate and morally void quest to unify the nation. Gilroy later reiterates his point: ‘The black presence is thus constructed as a problem or threat against which a homogenous, white, national “we” could be unified’ (Gilroy 49). In other words, race is relied upon to maintain white English exceptionalism and superiority.

In Gilroy’s introduction to the 2002 edition of There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack, he uses several examples of events occurring between the original publication and the newest version that reaffirm his original argument.

One that many will be familiar with is the murder of Stephen Lawrence. In 1993, Stephen Lawrence, a black teenager from Greenwich, London, was killed in an ‘unprovoked attack by a gang of white youths’, and the police response to the murder has been heavily criticized in the decades since (‘Stephen Lawrence murder: A timeline of how the story unfolded’). In the 6 years after the attack, Stephen’s murderers had been put on trial twice and were acquitted—first an investigation on behalf of the Crown prosecution fell through and then a trial took place in a private prosecution led by Stephen’s parents which led to a not-guilty resolution. The government response was better—after the acquittal of Stephen’s murderers the law of ‘double jeopardy’, which states that the same person cannot be tried for the same case twice (even if they confess after they are released), was repealed, which gave Stephen’s family another chance to convict their son’s killers. The then-Home Secretary Jack Straw also requested that the case be reinvestigated, and brought in judge Sir William Macpherson, who in 1999 published a 350-page report accusing the police of institutional racism preventing a fair inquiry. Still, it took until 2012 for just two of the five men implicated in the attack to be sentenced for Stephen’s murder, and their sentence was only 15 years because although they were now adult men, they were tried as juveniles. Twenty-seven years on, the Metropolitan Police has suggested that all lines of inquiry have been exhausted, and now labels the case ‘inactive’ (Grierson). Just before referring to the Macpherson Report, Gilroy writes that ‘intermittent racial tragedies’ like Stephen Lawrence’s death have ‘become part of an eventful history’ in Britain. He writes:


They punctuate the chronic boredom of national decline with a functional anguish that combines the psychological dynamics of denial and displacement. The loss of empire and the additional loss of certainty about the limits of racial identity in which it results, sustain people, providing them with both pleasure and distraction. (Gilroy xxiii)



In this frankly disturbing passage, Gilroy suggests that racist attacks in Britain function to allow white citizens to cling to the small sliver of exceptionalism and superiority that they imagine increasingly slips from their grasp. Before jumping to offence at the implications of this passage, it is important to note that Gilroy does not suggest that white Britons are revelling in racially-motivated tragedies such as this one. On the contrary, they are to most vile instances of bigotry that make us question the humanity of our fellow people. However, what he is suggesting is that on a much more subconscious level, racist attacks reinforce what many still feel is the order of our society—an order where whiteness is valued more than blackness. He goes on to write: ‘The learned judge’s well-publicized adjustments to the concept of institutional racism acknowledged that prejudice was present but emphasized the idea that it was unwitting’, and ‘provided a definition of what counted as racist that was so narrowly and tightly drawn that it excluded almost everybody and left the sources of these mysterious failures inaccessible to all but management consultants’ (Gilroy xxiii). Here, Gilroy sheds light on how the way the word racism is used can shift public perception of a situation, or at least shift the blame in a tragedy such as this one. If the racism inherent in the trial of Stephen Lawrence’s murderers can be ‘unwitting’ then it follows that racism is a subconscious aspect of Englishness and English systems.

Where overt and covert forms of racism remain prolific throughout the UK, so does the interrelated and widespread disdain for foreigners in general. In an eerily foreboding passage, Gilroy continues to link xenophobia with Britain’s waning power, arguing that England’s diminished relevance in the post-imperial era is often blamed on the arrival of foreign immigrants. While he remains focused on how blackness informs who is ‘foreign’, he writes that ‘Alien groups’ are:


judged to be incompatible with authentic forms of Englishness (Lawrence, 1982). The obviousness of the differences they manifest in their cultural lives underlines the need to maintain strong and effective controls on who may enter Britain. The process of national decline is presented as coinciding with the dilution of a once homogenous and continuous national stock by alien strains. Alien cultures come to embody a threat which, in turn, invites the conclusion that national decline and weakness have been precipitated by the arrival of blacks. The operation of banning blacks, repatriating them to the places which are congruent with their ethnicity and culture, becomes doubly desirable. It assists in the process of making Britain great again and restores an ethnic symmetry to a world distorted by imperial adventure and migration. (Gilroy 46)



In this paragraph, one can hear the reverberations of Trump’s call across the Atlantic to ‘Make America Great Again’, alongside the ‘go back to where you came from’ rhetoric instigated by the Leave campaign in 2016. That Gilroy wrote this in the early 1980s makes it frankly embarrassing that much of the Western World never saw the events of 2016 coming. The logic Gilroy outlines here, which resonates with many, was weaponized by the Leave campaign and applied to Eastern Europeans and all other immigrants who either look or sound different from what is imagined as quintessentially British. He says in a short passage what many struggle to say at all: that blackness and ‘otherness’ is often scapegoated for England’s waning power and the failures of government and capitalism that leave people lacking in the first place. Whether it be within the UK, within the EU, or in the world at large, England’s steady decline into a like-sized power is lamented by nationalists and regarded as the product of interference by the foreign ‘other’.

The success of the Leave campaign is a harsh reminder that the work to disentangle racism and xenophobia from the political landscape of the UK and from Englishness in particular is far from over. While Farage and Johnson, who spearheaded the campaign, never explicitly took aim at the black citizens of the UK, the ‘Take Back Control’ mantra does effectively the same thing. As Gilroy writes, the decline of Empire is often associated with the arrival of blacks into Britain, and ‘take back control’ suggests that our imperial control has been stolen by them. While the bell has tolled on Brexit, learning from these expressions of nationalism allows a unique opportunity to do better. We certainly need new systems, leaders that seek to unite rather than to divide, and perhaps most of all, we need to unlearn the harmful lessons that seek to instil in us the belief that the British Empire was a time of greatness and global liberation. In a chapter of his book titled ‘Empire and Slavery in the British Memory’, Akala writes that ‘The ability for collective, selective amnesia is nowhere better exemplified than in the manner that much of Britain has chosen to remember transatlantic slavery in particular, and the British Empire more generally’ (Akala 126). Indeed, as he recalls the way his former teacher told him that William Wilberforce single-handedly brought down the transatlantic slave trade in Britain, Akala reminds us of those commonly touted slight un-truths that make the British feel better—we were the first ones to ban slavery after all! In a similar passage, Gilroy sums up what he sees as the problem with our collective memory. Referring to our continued admiration—our nostalgia—for Britain’s triumphant victory in the Second World War and the era before the European Union, Gilroy writes:
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