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Throughout my political career I have put strong communities and active citizenship at the 
forefront of my beliefs and actions. That is no accident – I was born into a strong community in 
which people supported each other and individuals flourished through mutual commitment. Self 
reliance and hard work were accepted as a given but were fostered and made possible by the 
support of others. At work and in the community, people stood by each other and helped out their 
neighbours, in times of sorrow and joy. Community was not an abstract term drawn from the 
books of political theory. It was a lived experience.  
 
The Sheffield community of my childhood has changed beyond all recognition in the last forty or 
so years – for good and ill. But the concept of community has not lost its purpose or relevance. It 
remains a powerful motivating force for public and voluntary action. And in Sheffield today, you 
can see – in the local Sure Start programmes, the parenting support projects, the social enterprises 
and much, much more – the real fruits of the investment the Labour government has made in 
renewing our society. 
 
A strong community is not an anachronism. Indeed, the rapidity of social and economic change in 
the world we inhabit makes community more, not less, relevant. Communities can support people 
to face new challenges – to learn new skills, adapt to change at work, juggle the demands of work 
and family life or take the first steps out of poverty. This is the proper locus of public action: 
helping people to help themselves. 
 
People participate in their communities when they have confidence, self-respect and hope. 
Developing their capabilities is therefore critical and a material asset stake – whether held by 
individuals or the community at large – can provide the platform for social inclusion. But 
community also depends on feelings of attachment and solidarity. And as communities have 
become less structured by clear social class boundaries, traditional roles for men and women, and 
the geographical focal points of major local workplaces, so the question of how we can sustain 
common identities has become more pressing. 
 
We need to feel more secure in our identity if we are to face the world with confidence. We live in 
an age of rapid migration and increased international interdependence. New forms of political 
alliance, such as the European Union, have become more important. The question of national 
identity therefore rises to the fore: is it more important to articulate a shared sense of national 
identity in conditions of flux and change? If so, how can we reconcile this with diversity, openness 
and pluralism of belief and practice? And critically, what does this mean for the English? Is a 
renewed sense of Englishness an important component of Britishness, alongside Scottish, Welsh 
and Northern Irish patriotic sentiment? 
 
These are the questions I want to address in this lecture. I will start by examining why we should 
care about identity and patriotic feeling, before moving on to discuss why a renewed sense of 
English identity can be a progressive force for good within an overarching account of Britishness. I 
will outline what Englishness means to me and offer some thoughts on how it can be expressed 
through a new focus on neighbourhood and locality. 
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The politics of identity – why identity matters 
National identity is a hard thing for anyone to talk about. What after all, is more nebulous and 
elusive than a nation’s identity? But it is a particularly hard thing for politicians to talk about. For 
when they do, they are generally accused, from the left of chauvinism and, from the right, of 
treachery – or at least lack of patriotism. No doubt my comments today will court these 
accusations. Nevertheless, I think it is extremely important that politicians, and especially 
progressive, social democratic politicians, do talk about national identity.  
 
Let me say why.  
 
An important current of thought, that runs all the way from the ancient Stoics, through Kant and 
Marx, to modern day thinkers such as Martha Nussbaum, argues that we should be wary of 
patriotism. It bids us to block our ears to the siren call of nationalism. It argues that identities 
arising from membership of a nation tend to be uniquely intolerant and partial. Looking outwards, 
they set nations against each other. Looking inwards, they give the culturally dominant group – 
the ‘Nation’ – the licence to neglect, or at worse persecute, minorities.  
 
But how powerful are these arguments? They assume first, that national sentiment is something 
that can be suppressed or eradicated. But is this really so? Certainly, some people have a stronger 
sense of national identity than others. And a tiny minority of people – people who perhaps spend 
their lives moving from one place to another – have hardly any sense of national belonging at all. 
But most people do have firm ties to one or sometimes, even two or three, countries, even if it some 
times takes a terrible event – an attack on their homeland, the outbreak of a war, a natural disaster 
– to make them appreciate how strong those ties are.  
 
I believe that there is a real danger that if we simply neglect or talk down national identity – 
people’s sense of common belonging and shared values – we risk creating a festering, resentful 
national identity, an identity based not on confidence but on grievance. Indeed, if we look at the 
most unattractive examples of nationalism, they usually have their roots in the nationalists’ belief, 
true or otherwise, that they have been denied their birthright – that a foreign power, or an overly 
cosmopolitan, unpatriotic ruling class has prevented them from being who they really are.  
 
But the reason that I believe that extreme cosmopolitans, and their close cousins, extreme multi-
culturalists, are wrong, can be put much more positively than this. It is not just that national feeling 
can become dangerous if it is not allowed to express itself. A sense of identity, patriotism, or 
whatever we chose to call it, can in fact be a progressive and generous force. We are much more 
likely to share things with each other, where we feel a sense of shared identity. It is no coincidence 
that modern representative democracy first emerged in countries with strong national cultures like 
the Netherlands, Sweden, or indeed Britain. It is no coincidence that the unifying struggle against 
Hitler was followed by the Labour landslide of 1945.  
 
Indeed, I believe that a strong and confident sense of national identity can itself be a spur to 
internationalism. True, patriotism is not as exacting a thing as pure internationalism: patriots 
believe we owe compatriots things that we don’t owe people further away from home. But some 
nations with a strong sense of identity – Sweden is perhaps an example – define themselves by 
their internationalism, and are generous with their foreign aid and play a key role in the UN and 
other international institutions. Closer to home, Tony Blair and Gordon Brown, together with Jack 
Straw and Hilary Benn, have used their strength and clarity of purpose in domestic affairs as a 
foundation for Britain to offer leadership and vision in both international affairs and the fight 
against world poverty. 
 
All these considerations point to a similar conclusion: those on the social democratic left should 
acknowledge and honour national sentiment, rather than look down on it. Of course we should not 
welcome or cultivate all expressions of national pride. Patriotism sometimes has a racist or bigoted 
face. But nations like the US or Canada have managed to cultivate a non-ethnic non-racially based 
identity for themselves. They show it can be done. 
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The need to attend to the desire for national belonging has perhaps never been greater than it is 
today. We live, after all, in disorientating times. We are a more mobile, more connected world than 
ever before. Our football teams employ foreign players; our supermarket shelves are stacked with 
foreign produce. London, it is said, is the most cosmopolitan, ethnically diverse city in the world.  
 
These changes largely account for the worrying rise of the far right in many European countries, 
including, to some extent, here in the UK. It is the increased sense of insecurity, instability and the 
impact of rapid change that reinforce the need for a sense of a common home. It is vital, in this 
context, that we on the progressive left, respond to people’s worries, and speak to their desire to 
belong to a country with traditions and values. And it is vital we as a nation define those traditions 
and values in an open and liberal way. 
 
Too often in the past, we on the British left have failed to offer a civic, open view of our national 
identity. We have let those on the right claim the patriotic mantle all for themselves.  
 
However, I honestly believe that we as a Labour Party and government have made great strides in 
this area over the last five to ten years and, to some degree, we are almost uniquely well 
positioned, among European nations, to move towards a more open, multi-ethnic understanding 
of society. We have finally got beyond the years of disorientation and uncertainty that followed the 
loss of Empire, and are now an influential international player once again. This time, as the best 
connected nation in the world, we can work with other nations to achieve progressive ends.  
 
The citizenship curriculum I introduced as Education Secretary, and the citizenship ceremonies 
and tests I introduced as Home Secretary, will help generate a more civic, more tolerant, but in 
some respects more demanding, sense of what being British entails. I’m very pleased that, since 26 
February 2004, around 45,000 adults have attended ceremonies. Some local authorities like Brent, 
where the first ceremony took place, hold citizenship ceremonies throughout the week. This is a 
very welcome development. 
 

The Britishness debate  
Yet despite these signs of progress, it remains the case that too often public discourse in Britain has 
failed to pay sufficient attention to debates about national identities and questions about whom we 
are and the values that we share. This is why Gordon Brown’s British Council speech on the 
meaning of Britishness last year is to be greatly welcomed.1 As he rightly argues, only by 
developing a ‘shared vision of national identity’ will we be able to address the complex challenges 
currently facing us. Our response to debates about Europe, immigration and asylum, citizenship, 
and our relations with the rest of the world, are governed by the values underpinning our national 
identity.  
 
Britishness is defined not on ethnic and exclusive grounds – but through our shared values, our 
history of tolerance, of openness and internationalism, our commitment to democracy and liberty, 
to civic duty and the public space. These values, embodied in our great institutions – such as the 
NHS, the BBC, the Open University – tell a national story that is open to all British citizens. This 
vision of Britishness both embraces the diversity of our multi-national, diverse state, and unites us 
through our values, history, culture and institutions. It provides a shared framework for national 
and local identities. Thus an overarching British identity is compatible with – indeed it is actually 
strengthened by – the celebration of the national identities of Britain.  
 
It is my intention today to focus on England and Englishness. This is especially important because 
of all Britain’s national identities, English identity and Englishness has proved the most elusive 
and challenging. At times the English appear to be the most reluctant to champion their national 
identity.  

                                             
1 Gordon Brown, British Council Annual Lecture, 7 July 2002.  
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The state of Englishness today 
In recent years we have seen a rise – albeit a modest one – in the number of people thinking of 
themselves as English, suggesting an increasing sense of English self-consciousness.  
 
In 1992 just 31 per cent of the English when asked about their national identity would respond by 
saying they were English. In 2003 this had risen to 40 per cent.  
 
Similarly, in 1997 just 24 per cent of people when asked about their national identity said that they 
were either ‘English’ or ‘more English than British’. This had risen to 36 per cent by 2003.2  
 
Perhaps the best evidence of a rising English national consciousness can be seen at sporting venues 
– by the thousands who can now be seen waving the flag of St George at football and rugby 
matches. As I found when I was in Lisbon for the European Cup last June there was nothing 
jingoistic or threatening about those who gathered in the sunshine of the main square and signed a 
big flag laid across the ground and helped with the “fans embassy”. It was the thugs back home 
we had to worry about. Similar outbursts of patriotic feeling greeted the English team’s success in 
the Rugby Union World Championship. Success is often a driver of national pride! 
 
Nobody argues against celebrating St Patrick, St Andrew or St David – for many it is a chance to 
share in each other’s traditions. Let us hope that a similar spirit can be found on St George’s Day.  
 
St George’s Day itself is seen as a much more important event than it was in the past. I’m told that 
some people have even started sending Happy St George’s Day cards.  
 

The puzzle of Englishness: an identity in crisis? 
However, Englishness remains relatively imprecise, ambiguous and ill-defined. As such it is 
sometimes claimed that there is a ‘crisis’ of English identity. The English, it is argued, do not know 
who they are. The English do seem to have less of a tradition of reflection on national identity than 
other nations. The Scottish philosopher, David Hume remarked that: ‘The English, of any people in 
the universe, have the least of a national character; unless this very singularity may pass for such’.3 
 
But why is this? In part it has to do with the historic conflation of Englishness and Britishness. The 
historian, Linda Colley, demonstrates how a British identity was successfully forged in the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century.4 But the establishment of British identity was to have 
major implications for English identity. England and Britain became so entwined as to be almost 
indistinguishable. 
 
However, as the dominant partner in the Union, English identity was diluted, deliberately played 
down, and even suppressed so as to successfully integrate what was initially the British Isles into 
what became the three nations of Britain and Northern Ireland into the United Kingdom. 
According to the academic Krishan Kumar, whereas the Scots and Welsh reconciled and sustained 
their own distinctive identities within an overarching British identity, the English found it much 
more difficult to do so.5 This partly explains why the English have been left without their own 
distinct institutions, icons and civic celebrations. 
 
Some historians have argued that as the historic factors ‘gluing’ Britishness together began to 
unravel in the twentieth century – the loss of religious identity and particularly the decline of the 
protestant faith; loss of Empire and Britain’s status as a global economic power; the rise of Scottish 
and Welsh nationalism – England and the English have been left feeling unsure about themselves. 
                                             
2 This data is taken from recent British Social Attitudes surveys which have been tracking the state of national identities.  
3 David Hume, ‘Of National Character’, Essays, Moral, Political and Literary, in (ed.) E. Miller 1982.  
4 Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707–1837, Yale University Press, 1992.  
5 Krishan Kumar, The Making of English National Identity, Cambridge University Press, 2003.  
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So we are not dogmatic about how decisions should be made – we want more chances for communities to get 
involved and make decisions, but we also know there are things that are best sorted out by good, strong local 
authorities”. 
 
A revival of community identity must be built from the bottom up – from new forms of 
neighbourhood civic association and community self-government. But it will also mean a renewal 
of local government, in new and imaginative ways. There is no prospect of a return to any 
supposed golden age of local government. But there is the potential for a reformed local 
government to push forward the democratic agenda and provide innovative solutions to economic 
and social problems.  
 
In particular, whatever specific form it takes, I am a strong believer in the potential of city 
government. City leaders can drive forward economic renewal - brokering partnerships with 
investors, business organizations, further education colleges and universities, and ensuring critical 
investments in the transport infrastructure.  
 
Today we are experiencing an urban renaissance in our core cities. Civic pride is being restored. A 
cultural renewal is underway. Cities offer real quality of life to their residents – particularly the 
enjoyment of the arts and sports – and they are magnets for their surrounding areas.  
 
So the active city agenda is here to stay. In that regard, I very much welcome the launch of a new 
Centre for Cities at the ippr. I sure it will add real value to the research and policymaking 
underpinning the urban renaissance. 
 

Conclusion 
We can build a new sense of English identity, finding its place among the plural identities of the 
United Kingdom and supporting a wider sense of Britishness. Englishness can be experienced, 
asserted and celebrated in the fabric of our existence as a community: in our habits, casts of mind, 
the culture that we daily create and re-create. We can find it in our traditions of fairness and civic 
duty and in our spirit of imagination and invention. 
 
In this way, we can overcome bigotry, insularity and hostility. The English have always been 
diverse and outward looking. We are an open, trading and enterprising people who have traveled 
the world and given it great science, literature and sport. We can have pride in ourselves and 
confidence in our future – building outwards from our localities, to a sense of Englishness as part 
of a United Kingdom and wider European Union.  
 
 


