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the period since the late 1990s.1 Central to this debate has been the issue of likely and/or 

of the political impact of New Englishness will depend on whether we are witnessing English 

nationalism, or instead the partly overlapping but politically less forceful phenomenon of English 

national identity.2

involves the politics of struggle and power in ways not necessarily associated with expressions of 

national identity. Nationalism, therefore, carries greater and potentially much more threatening 

weight than does national identity, in terms of its effect on state politics, policy and response. 

Despite this, analysis of English nationalism as such has been comparatively limited to date. The 

The Politics of Englishness, lists 648 items, with 

has been under-scrutinised in the contemporary English context, it is also true that the term has 

often been deployed in an unhelpfully blurred sense, as though it merges almost synonymously 

3
 It does so on 

if we set out systematically what nationalism actually is, and then examine the complexities of 

explanation of nationalism and its dynamics can we avoid circularity in our consideration of the 

extent to which such a phenomenon actually exists in contemporary England.

embedding of a devolutionary UK settlement which some see as unjust in its treatment of England 

(Hazell 2006); the apparent embarrassment of New Labour in power at the adoption and assertion 

of Englishness (Kenny and Lodge 2010, Cruddas and Rutherford 2011); the emergence to some 

century.

The central argument is that what has emerged to date is a resurgent Englishness, rather than an 

1 See for example Hazell (2006), Aughey (2007) and Kenny and Lodge (2009)

IntroductionIntroduction
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nation, or the identity or feeling related to it).

community, struggle and power. And if we ask what, at root, makes people into nationalists and 

makes nationalists of so many, then the crucial place to start is with the necessity and appeal of 

community. 

other needs; and towards belonging, particularly to stable, coherent, meaningful, lastingly special 

and distinctive groups.

members of the group, things that provide the basis for durable agreement, coherence, trust and 

interaction. These can take various forms, and are often enough very practical in addition to their 

to a land which we work, on whose resources we rely, and from whose distinctive features we 

derive emotional and practical sustenance. To the centrality of place and national homeland might 

be added the pivotal communal feature of the people themselves. There are practical dimensions 

rewards also, because the ennobling of our own special people allows for enhanced individual self-

Nationalists often take this further with notions of communal descent. As members of the same 

nation, so the assumption goes, we are linked by blood. Now this is only partly true, since national 

groups are not hermetically sealed units of descent, but in fact much more hybrid phenomena. 

national identity, and you are indeed more likely to be related by blood to more members of your 

own nation than to those of others.

Through much of this, wider linkages of culture represent another means of communication 

and another explanation of why nationalist community appeals so strongly. This can involve a 

distinctively shared language, but also metaphorical languages of religion or music or sport or 

diet or value, among many, which allow for shared interaction and trust and yield meaning within 

purpose and direction in its imagined future. If national history has reached a low point, then we are 

united by a sense of the need for historic redemption. There is great and enduring appeal in such 

historical stories, containing lessons and morals. 

typical in what it embodies, but is characterised by superior moral claims, values, purposes and 

appeal to many people, in telling a tale of good versus evil, and in providing comfort and moral 

certainty at the same time. 

emotional and practical logic within each of these features helps to explain the existence, durability 

and pervasiveness of such communal, national groups. 

What is nationalism?What is nationalism?
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involves struggle
striving for goals. The latter can vary but may include sovereign independence, secession from 

a larger political unit, the survival or rebirth of national culture, or the realisation of economic 

advantage for the national group. History provides many more examples.

preservation; the practical pursuit of material interests; the longing for dignity, prestige or meaning; 

the explicable response to threats (actual or perceived); and the urge to avenge past wrongs and 

rectify group grievances. 

In all of this, nationalist struggle involves the putting right of what is considered wrong in the 

present. Additionally, in all of this, there is an individual engagement with the organised pursuit of 

then it is also worth noting the dual allure of nationalist struggle. There is the instrumental appeal 

inherent in struggle itself, with its psychological rewards, and its conferring upon individual and 

liberation, expansion or annexation), sometimes through electoral and party-political process, 

sometimes through cultural campaigns and organisations, or sometimes through the embedding of 

national ideas in repeated rituals and routines, and in the emblems built into national life and place.

power

root, nationalism is really a politics of legitimising power. Nationalists tend to assume the nation 

to be the appropriate source of political authority, and therefore to seek power for their own 

distinctive national community. The legitimacy of national power involves the attractive prospect 

of those in power in your community being like yourself, coming from your own national group and 

representing your own interests and values.

Nationalist ideas about power focus on the vital notion of sovereignty. Indeed, much of the 

appeal of nationalism lies in this attachment to the idea of the national community possessing full 

in the sovereign power which makes decisions for the group, and so any law derives ultimately 

power which governs us, we are made truly free. As nationalists, we give consent to our national 

national sovereignty seems to make a certain sense because we, as individuals within the national 

such, we are supposedly liberated. 

This is why state power and self-determination lie so close to the heart of nationalist histories and 

struggle, then power too lies at the heart of what it is that nationalists actually do in their day-

to-day and year-to-year activities. Power is deployed by nationalist communities in their pursuit, 

achievement and maintenance of objectives. It is used as leverage in nationalist campaigns for the 

righting of wrongs, for the winning or defending of freedom or culture. It can be wielded in violent, 

propagandist, intimidatory, administrative, verbal, literary, state, sub-state and many other forms 

of persuasion and coercion. This involves mobilisation, rather than merely individual acts, and the 

attraction of wielding such power helps to explain the durable appeal of nationalism as part of a 

way of life.

explanation of nationalism and its extraordinary dominance in politics and history. It is not that we 
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of nationalism offers far grander opportunities than do these other means. The family, for one, 

cannot offer the scale of interaction to provide for our necessary exchange or safety. A powerful job 

such large-scale, durable, all-inclusive possibilities as would the same writ national. 

gain further strength from other areas of our lives in ways that seem to strengthen them too. The 

family offers comfort and meaning and belonging, but is protected by the power of the national 

musical pride gain distinction and exaltation through their national dimensions. While feminism, 

socialism or religion may each appeal very powerfully, none can absorb the nation in the way that 

seemed to offer a better set of possibilities than its rivals in world view.

4 then what light does 

this cast on our English case?
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nationalism, community, and its various shared dimensions. Attachment to territory, and to 

patriotically apprehended specialness of place, is clear in the arguments of those championing and 

and this pattern is evident in a long tradition of literary, musical and artistic evocations of England 

in the modern period. Likewise, notions of people and descent are conspicuous, whether in 

within a national sense of community. Commenting on the surge of enthusiasm prompted by the 

literature, music, landscape, food and drink, but also found that for many people the distinction 

McAuley 2009). This problem can be seen if we return to our emblematic English patriots, Heffer 

while many of the elements of his moving portrait of the great composer emerge explicitly as 

from the wider cultures of these islands. And how else would one expect it to be, given physical 

proximity and centuries of cultural intermingling?

A similar point could be made regarding history. There can be no doubt about the residual force 

suggest a far from simple picture. Journalist Peter Hitchens has been more prominent than most 

aspects of those shared communal understandings which lie at the heart of nationalism. If English 

identity is indeed on the rise in the period since the 1990s (Curtice 2009), then this point carries 

even greater force.

struggle. Here, at 

present, the notion of an English Nationalism (as opposed to a mere cultural sensibility) seems 

settings of nationalist energy around the world). 

Is there an English nationalism?Is there an English nationalism?
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It is not that there are no efforts towards such struggle. The English Defence League has attempted 

a right-wing mobilisation in defence of what it sees as English culture and rights, and against the 

party. The fact that many who might enthuse over English distinctiveness are happy to engage 

with parties named UKIP (United Kingdom British National Party) 

aptly illustrates the situation. Nationalist struggle typically becomes most marked in campaigns 

English 

nationalism. Anti-European Union sentiment in the 2009 European elections resulted in some 

UK politics.

Two wider UK contrasts might serve to underline the point. Clearly, there is nothing in 

contemporary English political life to compare with the violent, sustained separatist campaign of 

nationalists managed even to emulate the far less serious separatism of Welsh militants (Humphries 

2008). Were English nationalism to represent a serious force, then major electoral expression of this 

and Welsh comparative cases) that some form of more militant struggle might at least have begun 

to emerge. This could, perhaps, have formed around the organised pursuit of separate English 

parliamentary power structures, or the establishment of an explicitly English citizenship, or, indeed, 

the protection, extension and state-backed implementation of some cultural expressions, such as a 

itself in explicitly English nationalist political parties, mobilising support and votes for explicitly 

fact that this feature of nationalism is currently lacking from English politics. The forces typically 

propelling people towards such struggle (the sense of foreign intrusion, of cultural suffocation, 

of economic injustice, and so forth) have not been felt powerfully enough by enough people to 

power

There appears no sense of urgency, nor any substantial commitment to change an unacceptable 

present reality into what English separatists might consider to be a more proper structure or system. 

in levels of spending across the UK and the imbalances of parliamentary representation certainly 

community in its own right (something which would involve momentum towards dismantling 

programme since the 1990s has not prompted a genuine nationalist movement in response 
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carefully considered by politicians and policymakers in coming years (Kenny and Lodge 2009). As 

they do so, however, it is important to distinguish between national sentiment and nationalism, and 

In conclusion, I will identify four.

inevitably disintegrate and die (Nairn 2000, Heffer 1999). Despite this, there remains considerable 

practical engagement with the UK across all of its constituent units, and little immediate prospect 

which involves leading members of the formerly violent separatist movement administering a 

UK together is a mixture of perceived economic advantage and comparative political apathy. 

Nonetheless, most people clearly consider the layered structures of the UK preferable to 

engagement in active separatist struggle and mobilisation. As such, the enduring appeal and 

existence of the UK suggest that we should beware of assuming inevitable disintegration.

especially when set against the standard of genuine state crises across much of the world (Laitin 

there exists a powerful cultural identity, but not a nationalism of any current weight. Do these 

emotionally powerful outlets for resentment in fact allow people to live within the UK (partly for 

because of the steam-releasing rewards of centrifugal nationalism or national identity expressed 

identity allow for the UK state to survive more easily than would be the case were there a necessary 

choice between either the UK or 

Third, we surely need to know more about the comparative trajectories of the various nationalisms 

and national identities in these islands, and why their inter-relationships and differences developed 

as they have. Clearly, the sleeping and occasionally patronising dominance of England over 

nationalism in Wales has been so different from Irish nationalism in Northern Ireland. Much that is 

1960s onwards was also evident in 1960s Wales, including language enthusiasm, student radicalism, 

economic disenchantment, historically distinct cultural identity, constitutional disaffection, sharp 

Anglophobia, and a sense of cultural disenfranchisement and historical destiny (English 2004, 

Humphries 2008). Yet nothing has emerged in Wales to approach even remotely the campaigns of 

the IRA and associated Irish republican paramilitary groups over the past 40 years. Why not? An 

decades concerning disaffected ethnic and religious minorities. The point here is that there are 

strong historical reasons for different trajectories to have characterised the different national 

settings in these islands. I am not suggesting that there is one normal or proper route for nations 

to follow. (In the case of Wales, for instance, a different geographical relationship to England and 

ConclusionConclusion
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a different religious complexion made probable a different nationalist relationship to England from 

that experienced by Irish nationalists.) I do think, however, that systematic comparative scrutiny of 

and why.

This would be useful as we ponder how things might develop in the future. An English nationalism 

might be different in key ways from neighbouring nationalisms, and were an English nationalist 

movement to develop as a major force in the future, it might be that some as-yet absent factor 

(a more dramatic and sustained economic crisis, perhaps, or some tectonic shift in international 

relations) would act as the catalyst, although the failure so far of the recent economic crisis to 

tentative argument is that, at present, no such catalysing moment looks imminent, and that most 

England has experienced a resurgence of cultural identity but not a nationalism as such. If there is 

indeed no substantial English nationalism, then is it right for politicians and policymakers to focus 

This has profound implications for party political strategists (especially in a Conservative Party still 

so comparatively weak outside England).

Put another way, if English nationalism is effectively absent, then is it appropriate instead for 

British nationalism? In the case of the latter, there 

have historically been struggles for power, as well as ongoing complexities surrounding the state 

Moreover, if I am right and there is little to fear at present in terms of English nationalism, then a 

of English identity, without much danger of this causing political destabilisation. The blurred lines 

UK political parties can probably worry less about Englishness, and recognise it more openly, than 

has sometimes been the case. Especially, perhaps, on the left.
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