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Praise for Another England

‘The author’s awareness of the complex fullness of our history is steeped in the language and the landscape, and she sees all the more clearly because of it. I was profoundly impressed.’ Philip Pullman, author of His Dark Materials

‘Insightful, inspiring and highly readable, in this book Caroline Lucas invites us to ask ourselves a long-overdue question: what type of country do we actually want to be?’ Kojo Koram, author of Uncommon Wealth

‘A fascinating and thoughtful reflection on one of the most fraught and important issues of our time.’ Grace Blakeley, author of Vulture Capitalism

‘I’ve been waiting a decade for someone to write this book, and now the best person possible has done so. In these timely, passionate and perceptive pages, Lucas – the most inspiring British politician of my lifetime – tells a new story about England and Englishness, and sets out the possibility for a progressive politics of land, place and nation.’ Robert Macfarlane, author of Underland and The Lost Words

‘Blending art with political analysis, Lucas writes far more forcibly than authors of Left and Right who think a nation is defined entirely by its constitutional order, or that if the party they happen to support isn’t in power, England is lost for good.’ Tim Stanley, Daily Telegraph

‘This is not just an inspiring, nuanced and deeply literate book, but that rarest of things – a necessary one.’ Jonathan Coe, author of Bournville

‘Caroline Lucas is a shining light of integrity and values-based politics … This is a clarion call to define England and Englishness as our common ground, and a grounding for a transformation of politics and society.’ Kate Pickett, co-author of The Spirit Level

‘An urgent, vital book for our fractured nation … By showing us the alternatives in our past, Caroline points to alternatives in our future … stories that must be heard more urgently than ever.’ Nick Hayes, author of The Book of Trespass

‘Uncomfortably honest and true … Another England is a book we need at this critical time when so much seems lost, when we have become so divided, and so hopeless.’ Michael Morpurgo, former Children’s Laureate

‘Progressives have for too long treated the idea of an English national identity as an embarrassment, allowing the Right to create and exploit a narrow and chauvinistic version of collective belonging. In this vivid and invigorating book, Caroline Lucas shatters these distorting mirrors and reveals a much more interesting and complex picture of Englishness … Engaging, illuminating and ultimately uplifting.’ Fintan O’Toole, author of Heroic Failure

‘Another England makes the compelling case that progressives need not shy away from talk of Englishness. Eloquent and persuasive, it offers a powerful new perspective on how we might make our national stories fit for the twenty-first century.’ Jon Snow, former Channel 4 News presenter

‘Caroline Lucas brilliantly draws together the narrative threads of our national stories to define some clear blue water between the British state and an England capable of being inclusive and forward looking, while at the same time bearing the weight of its own history.’ Billy Bragg

‘Not just another book by another politician; if only more departing MPs would write about Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton (1848) and John Wyndham’s The Kraken Wakes (1953) … Lucas’s strength as a writer – and perhaps also as a politician – is her fierce reasonableness.’ Prospect

‘We can make England brutal or beautiful. To understand the choice and how we make the right one together, read Another England, a wonderful and timely book on the country we can still be.’ Neal Lawson, Director of Compass

‘More than jam and Jerusalem, Another England is a call to arms … When the election is eventually called and Lucas leaves Parliament, the country will have a lot to thank her for.’ Daily Mirror

‘A lucid insight into the ways the English might cultivate an inclusive “national story” … Lucas’ intervention is not only timely, but also imperative.’ Red Pepper

‘In Another England, Caroline Lucas sets out to start a conversation about “what it means to be English”. As such, it provides a remarkably inspiring foundation for such a conversation … I absolutely loved it.’ Jonathon Porritt, former leader of the Green Party

‘Poetic and clear-sighted, romantic and analytical, principled and open-minded. There’s no other politician quite like Caroline Lucas … She’s dug into the soil of England to find a progressive patriotic vision for the twenty-first century. What she discovers is profound, hopeful and radical. A brave and vital book.’ Ian Dunt, author of How Westminster Works … and Why It Doesn’t

‘Combines a love of English literature and its role in telling the story of England with what’s gone wrong in politics … A very interesting book.’ Alastair Campbell, The Rest Is Politics podcast

‘Politicians keep writing state-of-the-nation polemics. The former Green Party leader’s is actually worth reading … Reading this warm, persuasive book is to be confronted with the idea and reality of a decent, saner England. One perhaps possible in a fought-for future.’ Francisco Garcia, iNews

‘Deftly marries the political and the literary … Another England is idealistic, naive and freewheeling, as urgent and lively books often are. I loved it.’ Books of the Year, Spectator




1. Stories of England


It’s an odd thing but when you tell someone the true facts of a mythical tale they are indignant not with the teller but with you. They don’t want to have their ideas upset. It rouses some vague uneasiness in them, I think, and they resent it. So they reject it and refuse to think about it.

Josephine Tey, The Daughter of Time (1951)



Set against England’s reams of largely forgotten medieval monarchs, Richard III certainly has one of the more memorable narrative arcs. The evil uncle who usurped the throne; the murderer of two young princes in the Tower of London; dying bravely at Bosworth Field, crying out for another horse to carry on the fight; his crown found in a bush and placed on Henry Tudor’s head, transforming him into King Henry VII.

Evil King Richard generates so much interest that whole societies have been set up to rehabilitate him. His grave, which was exhumed from beneath a Leicester car park in 2012, was only rediscovered because of the efforts of the Richard III Society, set up in 1924 to challenge centuries of anti-Richard propaganda, ranging from the depiction of Richard III in Shakespeare’s play as a malevolent hunchback to the historical consensus that Richard did indeed have Prince Edward and his young brother killed. Without that propaganda, there wouldn’t have been the prospect of tourist income to justify funding the excavations, and Richard would still be lying beneath several inches of asphalt behind the old Leicester social services offices.

For the Tudors, demonising Richard III to help cement Henry VII’s shaky claim to the throne was only the start. In breaking with the papacy and placing himself at the head of the Church of England, Henry VIII left himself open to excommunication and to England being fair game for invasion by any monarch loyal to the Catholic Church. He also created a social revolution in England, destroying the monasteries and upending religious life. This led to uprisings and sedition, repressed with extraordinary violence that continued into the reigns of his son and two daughters, Edward, Mary and Elizabeth. Hundreds of people were executed because they were overcommitted either to Protestantism or Catholicism.

The Tudors responded not only by rewriting history, but reframing England’s entire understanding of itself. For the first time, England was comprehensively mapped by Christopher Saxton. It was given a history, through the writings of William Camden and Raphael Holinshed. That history was brought to life by the plays of William Shakespeare. Richard Hakluyt promoted the idea of English maritime exploration and colonisation, in competition with the Catholic empires of Spain and Portugal, and prefiguring the creation of the British Empire. In The Faerie Queene, Edmund Spenser (taking time off from colonising Ireland) helped create a mythology for England. This included the conscious promotion of the ‘Virgin Queen’ Elizabeth, visible everywhere from paintings and court masques to the live theatre of her appearing in armour before the English army assembled to repel the Armada. And when the Spanish fleet was destroyed by bad weather, it was quickly presented as an endorsement by God of the new Protestant state of England.

The invention of a recognisably ‘English’ Englishness under the Tudors is only one of the myriad ways that our national story has been rewritten over the centuries. Our national identity has always been a story as much as a reality – and often, a story consciously shaped by the country’s elite into a narrative that serves their ends. Such rewriting is tangible in all the myths that make up our conception of ‘Englishness’. Consider another tale, as quintessentially English as Richard’s death on Bosworth field: Robin Hood. A fixture of English folk history since at least the fourteenth century, the name Robin Hood conjures up images of our ancient woodlands, of Saxon peasants and their cruel Norman masters, of Robin and his band leaving aside the satisfaction of poaching the king’s deer to take up arms against injustice in the form of the Sheriff of Nottingham; of fair fights, courage and chivalry, ending in the storied return of King Richard (one of the ‘good’ Richards, this time).

And yet, this is a very recent conception of who Robin was and what he was about. The story has been in flux for as long as it has existed. Take Maid Marion. She hardly figures in the early ballads, then under the Victorians becomes the epitome of womanly virtue (except when she is the witch-like betrayer). In the classic 1938 film version, alongside Errol Flynn, she is more sparky and bravely helps unmask Prince John’s evil plans. In the 1950s, after a world war in which millions of women were in uniform, Marion even dresses in Lincoln green like the rest of the outlaws. By our own time she fights as competently, even as ruthlessly, as any of the men, and several retellings have her replacing Robin altogether.

Something similar happens with those Merry Men. In older versions, they have the feel of the characters in The Canterbury Tales, almost a cast list of medieval England – the Miller, the Monk, the Minstrel, and so on. Now they reflect a more diverse society: Nasir, a ‘Saracen’ outlaw, was added to the 1980s TV adaptation Robin of Sherwood, reflecting the historical backdrop of the Third Crusade.1 In the inspired Maid Marian and her Merry Men, which ran from 1989 until 1994, we are treated to Danny John-Jules as Barrington, a rapping Rasta Alan-a-Dale. Retelling the story becomes a conscious, even political, act.

Robin Hood, the outlaw who stole from the rich to give to the poor, is also an international cultural phenomenon. After the 2008 financial crisis, when charities and campaigning groups including War on Want, Christian Aid, Greenpeace and Oxfam formed an alliance to campaign for a financial transaction tax, they decided it needed a more accessible name and dubbed it the ‘Robin Hood Tax’. Immediately, ordinary people around the world got the gist of the proposal, without the need for lengthy explanations or a degree in economics. It would take from the rich and give to the poor, and in 2010, that’s what the world needed. So we had the odd but inspiring sight of thousands of campaigners dressed as Robin Hood on the streets in London, Rome, New York, Durban and Paris.

The only feature of Robin Hood that has remained constant is his placement within the English landscape. Other enduring stories which have global resonance – such as Romeo and Juliet or the Seven Samurai – are retold in different settings, from New York to the Wild West. But Robin is always in England (even if in Hollywood films, his accent sometimes isn’t). Exactly which part of that landscape is disputed. There is Barnsdale in Yorkshire, and Cumbria has a claim, though Sherwood Forest near Nottingham has the firmest grasp on the legend. But if Robin Hood is uniquely English, what does that really mean? And how might an understanding of his endlessly rewritten story help us make sense of our own Englishness, and even change it for the better?

Piers Plowman offers a glimpse of quite how old Robin Hood is. In the poem, which dates from the second half of the fourteenth century, one of the characters mentions the Robin Hood ballads as if they were already a fixture of English culture. But for much of his history, Robin existed mainly in folk stories and place names. It was only in the late eighteenth century that the ballads were collected and published for the first time. This inspired several writers to reinterpret the stories for a new generation, as with the satirist Thomas Love Peacock’s novella Maid Marian. Of these retellings, the most popular and influential was Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe, published in 1819.

If we compare Scott’s retelling to the original ballads, we can see more clearly that the endless reinterpretation of Robin Hood has long been a deliberate political strategy. In the oldest ballad that survives, Robin Hood and the Monk, our hero is in some ways recognisable. For one thing, we are straight into the greenwoods of Old England (with ‘shawes’ for ‘woods’ and ‘fowles’ for ‘birds’):


In summer, when the shawes do shine,

And leaves be large and long,

It is full merry in fair forest

To hear the fowles’ song,

To see the deer draw to the dale,

And leave the hills high,

And shadow them in the leaves green,

Under the greenwood tree.



Robin is an outlaw, hunted by the authorities. When he injudiciously travels to Nottingham to attend Mass, he is betrayed by a monk, who runs to the sheriff:


This traitor’s name is Robin Hood,

Under the greenwood lime;

He robbed me once of a hundred pound,

It shall never be out of my mind.



This Robin has loyal comrades, including Little John and Much the Miller’s Son. But their plan to free him is hardly chivalrous. They capture the monk, carrying letters to the king about Robin’s capture, and chop off his head. Then, so there are no witnesses, they kill the monk’s young page – more Mafia than Merry Men. Armed with the stolen letters, they convince the king that they are emissaries from the sheriff, and the king gives them money and orders to return with the captive Robin Hood. Little John and Much return to Nottingham and, through this deception, Robin is freed:


The sheriff made to search Nottingham

Both by street and alley,

And Robin was in merry Sherwood,

As light as leaf on lime-tree.



There is no question of protecting the English against their Norman overlords. Nor is Robin attempting to restore the authority of the king, or even defend the ancient rights of the people, such as those recorded in the Magna Carta. Perhaps the most surprising difference is that while Robin Hood certainly steals from the rich, there is no suggestion he gives to the poor. He and his Merry Men are simply outlaws. What, then, made him so attractive to his medieval audience? Well, for one thing, he is stealing from the Church, whose wealth and greed in gathering taxes was widely resented. Also, the ease with which he and his followers outwit the forces of authority is a kind of wish-fulfilment for those who had no choice but to submit.

Also striking is the absence of any sense of patriotism. The existence of ‘England’ is a given, because that is where Robin and his audience live. But nothing is done ‘for’ or ‘because of’ England. Even the king is merely a higher authority. If the action were moved to medieval Germany or Italy, the king’s part would be played by a local prince or lord without in any way affecting the meaning of the story. Overall, the mood is very similar to the tales of peasants outwitting priests and nobles that were widespread across Europe in the Middle Ages and appear in The Canterbury Tales. In those, notions of legitimate authority and national identity are irrelevant. This reflects the fact that, at the time in which the ballads were first recited, ‘England’ in its modern sense simply did not exist.

This can be a difficult concept to grasp. Nation states are now so common that it can be easy to assume that they are the natural way to organise politics. Yet it was only after the First World War that the notion of a national right to self-determination became dominant, with the break-up of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the creation of states based on ethnic consciousness. And even this principle did not stretch too far: plenty of nations came away from the peace negotiations at Versailles without any recognition of their right to live in their own state, including the Kurds – still waiting more than a century later. To the inhabitants of medieval England, the idea of a nation state would have felt unimaginably distant. Robin Hood may have described himself as English, but he would have known none of the trappings of the modern state: no flag, no army or police, no national anthem, no passport. Nor was there a conception of formal citizenship, with clear rights and obligations within a single state.

What form did collective identity take in the years before the nation was invented? In his groundbreaking work Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson identifies two, mutually compatible, alternatives to the nation state.2 The first is the ‘religious community’, where belief in the same God, or shared moral or ethical principles, transcended the boundaries of states or empires. Although in Robin Hood and the Monk, the monk is one of the villains, and his killing is seen as justified, the story is not anti-religious. The plot starts with Robin reflecting on how a perfect day in Sherwood is spoiled by one thing:


‘Ye, one thing grieves me,’ said Robin,

‘And does my heart much woe:

That I may not no solemn day

To mass nor matins go.

‘It is a fortnight and more,’ said he,

‘Since I my Saviour see;

Today will I to Nottingham,’ said Robin,

‘With the might of mild Mary.’



Going to Mass, seeking the protection of Mary the Mother of God: these were fundamental to medieval life throughout Europe, and were often seen as distinct from the venality and corruption of the Church itself. Similarly, resenting the impositions of monks and priests was not the same as denying the spiritual supremacy





















Afterword to the Paperback Edition: 
Our England?

Election night 2024 was a strange affair, both for me and for the country. Personally, it felt odd not to be standing for election for the first time in twenty-five years. Nationally, people were in a peculiar mood: Labour had won a historic victory, yet there was hardly a sense of jubilation. The party had gained over 200 seats, yet with fewer Labour voters than in 2019. Worst of all, any relief at seeing the back of the Tories was undermined as count after count across England reported gains for the reactionary and xenophobic Reform UK.

In the weeks that followed, many in the media fixated on Reform UK’s success. That night, my colleague Siân Berry held my old seat of Brighton Pavilion, alongside Green Party victories in inner-city Bristol and rural Suffolk and Herefordshire. The Greens doubled their share of the vote and came second to Labour among first-time voters, pushing the Tories into fifth. But the press, it seemed, only had space for two stories: Keir Starmer’s election as prime minister, and Reform UK’s arrival in Parliament. And of course, these two stories were linked in so many ways. Without Reform UK taking votes from the Conservatives, Labour would not have secured such a large majority. And Reform UK’s rise was in part due to Labour being unable or unwilling to engage with the issues that Reform UK sought to exploit – stagnant wages, neglected communities, under-investment in public services, and English identity.

Within a few weeks of the election result, we were given a glimpse of one possible future as racist riots broke out across England. Initiated through deliberate online disinformation about a shocking triple-murder in South-port,1 they instantly spread and soon rioters were besieging a mosque, attempting to set fire to a hotel where asylum seekers were staying, and attacking people of colour on the streets of Rotherham, Leeds, Bristol, Birmingham and a dozen other towns and cities. They were urged on by crowds taking some perverse delight in the disorder and fear, looting shops, taunting the police and screaming racist abuse. Although individuals may have joined the riots spontaneously, the Far Right and neo-Nazis were deeply involved, just as they had been in other race riots across Europe. Their hate-filled content was then repeated and amplified by online bots operated by Russia and others to try and destabilise the country.2

People rioted for diverse and complex reasons. Most of the riots were in places which had to some extent been left behind economically and politically, and where the run-down in public services in fourteen years of Tory-led austerity had bitten deep. But there is not and cannot be any world in which trying to burn refugees out of a hotel or attacking people going to worship at a mosque is legitimate.3 The rioters were not seeking social justice or challenging an uncaring state; they were attacking their neighbours because of their race and religion. The vast majority of people in the towns and cities where the riots took place – facing the same economic and social deprivation – were rightly horrified by what was taking place and condemned them absolutely. In many cases, local people stepped up to offer reassurance and protection to Muslim communities on the receiving end of the violence and intimidation, and huge crowds gathered in cities across the country in mass anti-racism rallies. At the same time, though, alienation and deprivation clearly were underlying factors, with people feeling they had no stake in their community or society – to the extent of burning down vital facilities such as a food bank or library. If we are to avoid a repeat of the riots in the future, the state needs to act.

The riots revealed the toxicity that emerges when nationalism and racism overlap. There is nothing particularly ‘English’ about terrorising people who have come to your country from abroad to seek refuge, or indeed pushing burning wheelie bins at the police. But many of the rioters saw their actions as a twisted form of patriotism. They chanted ‘English till I die’ or ‘You’re not English any more’ as they threw bricks at a mosque. They draped themselves in England flags as they attacked Muslim passers-by. They sang ‘Rule, Britannia!’ while confronting the police and shouted accusations of ‘traitor’ at them. They even protested ‘I’m English’ as the police dragged them away, as if this could justify their behaviour. Of course, it can’t. But unless we are honest about the fuel that fed the riots, and address it, we may be doomed to see them happen again. Or perhaps worse.

Because the riots didn’t come from a blue sky. A substantial minority still do not accept that we are all equal citizens. In one 2024 survey, 28 per cent of people agreed that ‘Muslim people will never be as British as other British people are’, and 36 per cent said that ‘most British Muslims in the UK do not hold British views’.4 A poll of Conservative Party members in the same year found that 58 per cent agreed with the proposition that Islam was a threat to British values. Right-wing politicians and media feeds encouraged and normalised these views by repeating outlandish accusations, such as the assertion by the then-Conservative Party chair Lee Anderson that Islamists had ‘got control of ’ Sadiq Khan, Mayor of London.5 To maintain their political profile or their media revenues, they appeared to believe that they had to make more and more inflammatory claims.

On one level, Keir Starmer’s response to the riots was effective. He saw that the sooner the rioters were brought to justice, the sooner some kind of sanity would prevail. The trauma of the riots was bad enough, as was the fear it engendered particularly in Muslim communities: without that rapid response, there would have been even greater suffering. But as his mentor Tony Blair might say, he needed to be tough on the causes of the riots. These included a Tory government that poisoned political debate and normalised Islamophobia and a mass media where columnists could describe those seeking asylum as ‘vermin’. But there was also the Left pretending that English nationalism should and would go away if ignored for long enough. It seemed that Starmer was simply not comfortable talking about England. His one substantial attempt – an article in the Sunday Telegraph linked to St George’s Day 2024 – was a shocker.6

This is a bigger problem for the Left than one individual can hope to solve. But a prime minister’s job is to lead the country, and have a vision of what it should be, and this did not seem to come naturally to Keir Starmer. By systematically mixing up elements of England and Britain in his St George’s Day article, he only showed he didn’t understand, or want to engage with, the reality of England as a half-hidden country within an uneasy union. Democracy in Britain is not, as he wrote, the envy of the world because of ‘England’s traditions of dissent or free speech’, nor are the BBC or the National Trust ‘English’ institutions. Being the first in your family to go to university should be a matter of pride, but it is hardly an experience confined to England. What could have been a thoughtful reflection on how English identity might evolve in a more positive and inclusive way turned into a tour of clichés and non sequiturs, deliberately avoiding anything contested or challenging. Unsurprisingly, although he slammed in that article those who ‘flinch’ at the sight of the Cross of St George, the flag was conspicuously absent from Labour’s election materials, unlike the Union flag plastered on every leaflet and poster. At the same time, Labour have failed to challenge prejudice and racism forcefully enough. As Zara Mohammed, the secretary-general of the Muslim Council of Britain, put it, ‘The government is right to speak out against the extremism witnessed on our streets, but it has been silent on the Islamophobia fuelling that extremism.’7

So we have a vacuum, and into this crawl some strange and unattractive creatures trying to take the Conservative Party closer and closer to Reform UK. But the sight of them all grovelling before the newly elected MP for Clacton was beyond troubling. Nigel Farage’s contribution to bringing the country together had been to speculate that ‘the truth’ about the Southport murders was being covered up by the police, and retweeting some racist posts by hate-merchant of choice Andrew Tate. If he felt no compunction about stirring up trouble, why should they?

It doesn’t have to be like this. Scotland has thugs and racists, like every other country in the world. But Scotland has, in recent years, written itself a new story in which Scottish people are generally welcoming to the outside world and will treat migrants as equal citizens. This story helps reinforce positive attitudes. It encourages people to be their better selves. It gives them confidence that Scotland can both change and be true to itself. The story is itself endorsed by symbolic acts, such as adopting the term ‘New Scots’ in place of ‘migrants’, and creating a Sikh tartan. Myth-making? Of course – but in the service of a positive idea. Labour has supported this in Scotland. Why will it not do something similar in England? Why exactly is the modern Labour Party so lacking in boldness, vision and hope?

This question is the one that has most often been posed to me by readers of Another England. The answer, I think, is rooted in a fundamental lack of courage on the part of the Labour leadership. The 2024 election gave Labour the opportunity – and the duty – to help guide the country away from a right-wing agenda that could be traced back to Thatcher. But they could not bring themselves to trust that the people of England would go with them.

The 2024 election was a decisive rejection not only of Rishi Sunak and his government, but also of a decade or more of xenophobia, of growing state repression, of one law for the rich and another for everyone else. It was a rejection of the corruption and deregulation that led to the Covid PPE fiasco, the Horizon Post Offi ce prosecutions, the fire at Grenfell Tower, and so many other scandals. It was also a rejection of the cynical delays that meant that, years later, justice had still not been delivered. It was a rejection of key workers being so badly paid they needed to use food banks, or people with disabilities being hounded to take up work. It was a rejection of cabinet ministers competing to create more and more dishonest and divisive stories about imaginary ‘woke’ threats to cover over their own collective inadequacies. It was a rejection of the idea that our future should combine the eyewatering inequalities of the United States with the authoritarian tendencies of Singapore. It was, in short, a rejection of the whole vision of what England is and what it could be that the Conservatives had imposed on the country for the previous fourteen years.

The Tories’ share of the vote in England fell from 47 per cent in 2019 to just 26 per cent in 2024. Even taking account of the rise of Reform UK, this still meant that Centre and Left parties had a clear majority. It was yet more evidence for my contention that England is not a naturally conservative country.

But this did not mean an endorsement of Labour. Far from it. Labour’s share of the vote in England was 34.4 per cent – hardly changed from the 34.0 per cent it achieved in 2019. England rejected the Tory vision; but it did not turn to the Labour one – not least because Labour deliberately avoided offering it one. There was none of the ambition and excitement and ‘sunlit uplands’ offered in 1945. Labour instead played a tactical game. Setting out the kind of future it saw for the country would mean taking risks. So it offered more of the same – only a bit more competent and a bit less cruel.

This is the context in which courage becomes all-important for Labour. It does face a disadvantage in that much of the mass media – including newer social media platforms such as Twitter/X – have an essentially exploitative approach designed to protect the rich and powerful and support the inequalities in power and wealth from which they benefit. These latter-day press barons will always be hostile to attempts to, for example, tackle wealth and income inequality or improve workers’ rights. They have succeeded in cowing independent sources of information, for example by gutting local journalism or intimidating the BBC by appointing political figures to its senior ranks or threatening to end the licence fee. They have also neutralised much of the potential of digital media to offer alternative perspectives by dominating digital channels and platforms. The Right does not need to own all the media: only enough to help set the news agenda, and frame the way that journalists and commentators think, so that independent institutions such as the BBC all too often end up following their pro-growth, pro-market or anti-union agendas. As well as the media, the wealthy can fund think tanks and lobby-ists and commission research that advances their agenda or seeks to undermine the case for change, from out-and-out climate denial to ridiculous projections of the impact of ending the VAT exemption for private schools.

But it does not have to be this way. The ‘tech bros’ who profit from digital media at our expense, cheerfully amplifying hatred and misinformation, could and should be regulated like any other broadcaster, and be held responsible for the content they publish on their platforms. Ownership rules could be strengthened, while even modest state support could restore the ability of regional and local media and community journalism to regain their crucial role in holding the powerful to account. The rigid centralisation of news within the BBC could be eased, so that local news, current affairs and the World Service could develop once again their distinctive voices, thereby preventing a single, top-down view, shaped by senior managers and open to outside influence, from dominating the Corporation’s output. As with other regulators and watchdogs in government, Ofcom itself needs to be protected from political interference, perhaps through the introduction of a truly independent statutory appointments commission. This is becoming incredibly urgent: if the independent media fall, we could face the same threat to democracy from a toxic combination of power, money, politics and media that we are already seeing in the US.

Labour has taken another path: playing down its radicalism, and even choosing to echo the divisive rhetoric of the Hard Right. But this is a disastrous path to follow. Voters might like the idea of economic competence, but they also know that austerity has been an economic as well as a social and moral disaster for the country. They may not want a socialist paradise just yet, but taking back control of natural monopolies like water and energy is simple common sense. They may know that Brexit will not be reversed next week, but more ambitious moves to rebuild relations with the European Union are needed.

This lack of courage risks dangerously strengthening the Hard Right by legitimising some of its core preoccupations. When Starmer chose to respond to the race riots almost exclusively in terms of law and order, without using the moment to stand up for ethnic and religious diversity, he ducked an important opportunity to defend and champion multiculturalism and pluralism; while his decision to praise Giorgia Meloni, the Far Right prime minister of Italy, for her policies on the refugee crisis, risks emboldening right-wing anti-immigration groups here at home by lending their rhetoric a veneer of respectability.8

What is the solution to Labour’s crisis of courage? The answer, once again, involves learning from our history. Throughout this book, I have tried to highlight some of the many writers and thinkers down the ages who have shown that England could be so much better in so many ways. And as ever, a glimpse at our nation’s past reveals the alternative options that are hiding in plain sight. In 1945, Labour won a similar (indeed, smaller) majority under Clement Attlee; but the way that Attlee and his colleagues approached their task could not have been more different.

In 1945, Labour faced an even greater set of challenges than Labour in 2024. The sitting prime minister was Winston Churchill, a superb orator, a wily political operator and the leader who had defeated Hitler. Clement Attlee was an uninspiring speaker, underestimated by his own fractious colleagues. Worse, the country was suffering years of underinvestment on top of war damage and was on the point of financial ruin. The debt-to-GDP ratio was well over twice that in 2024. Meanwhile, the Tories had stolen some of Labour’s most popular ideas, such as education reforms, leaving Labour to try and explain how it would fund the others without more borrowing or massive tax rises.

Yet against this appalling financial backdrop, Labour rejected the economics of austerity in favour of investment and egalitarianism. It succeeded in introducing a comprehensive welfare system including a state pension, unemployment benefits and contributory benefits for widows and orphans. There was the first proper framework for balancing the needs of the economy and housing with the environment, through the Town and Country Planning Act. Labour nationalised key industries such as gas, coal, electricity and transport to tackle underinvestment and provide for fair prices. There were acts to improve conditions for miners, dockers, seafarers and shopworkers. The Attlee government invested in social housing, helping local authorities to build a million new homes between 1945 and 1951. If that was not enough, it introduced legal aid, reformed the prisons and set up the Arts Council, while women gained enhanced property rights and more protection from unfair dismissal. And there was the crowning achievement: the creation of the National Health Service in 1948. All this in the midst of some of the darkest economic days England had ever experienced, when the country could barely feed itself or keep itself warm.

In 1945, Labour was closer to understanding what the people wanted. It believed it could – indeed, had to – attempt to make those changes. And it also had the courage to face down the concerted opposition of the ruling classes and their cheerleaders in the mass media. Labour under Keir Starmer seemed to believe that boldness and vision would cost them the election: but Clement Attlee’s Labour shows that it is exactly that boldness and vision that wins votes and provides a genuine mandate for change.

Above all, Labour in 1945 had a vision and it had confidence – in itself, in its programme, and in the support of the public. It was also honest about the challenges – social, economic and financial – and about the ways it would tackle these, including some deeply unpopular decisions such as the continuation of rationing. Labour in 2024 seemed fearful of the voter, trying to evade obvious facts such as the need for both genuinely progressive reforms to the tax system, including a new wealth tax on the super-rich, and higher borrowing to fund much-needed investment.9 After all, there is no great mystery to government borrowing: you need to convince investors that you will spend the money in ways that help the country to be more productive in the future, such as improving education and health, and so able to repay the debt with ease. Those who reject the idea of borrowing to invest are, at heart, showing they have no faith in their country. This is hardly inspiring leadership.

It was the same on the climate crisis, housing, the NHS, social care, constitutional reform and criminal justice. While Labour did make some significant pledges, including on climate, where large-scale investment in renewables and the cancelling of exploration licences for fossil fuels were promised, overall what was offered was far less ambitious and radical than New Labour in 1997, for all Tony Blair’s ‘third way’ and his courting of the Daily Mail. Worse, Labour in 2024 was also less ambitious than the voters: there was widespread support in the country for moves such as taking the water companies back into public ownership or a new funding model for social care, even a wealth tax, but these were absent. Throughout their manifesto, Labour ran into issues where people wanted bold action – and failed to provide the necessary political leadership in response.

In 1945, Labour won 48 per cent of the vote. In 1997, it won 43 per cent. In 2024, it was just 34 per cent, the lowest vote share of any winning party for a century. And given the low turnout, down to 60 per cent compared to 73 per cent in 1945 and 71 per cent in 1997, the decline in popular support was even sharper. In 2024, Labour won a ‘landslide’ because of the perverse voting system. But it squandered the chance to gain a truly reforming mandate.

This is, fundamentally, why Labour needs to grasp the issue of English national identity, and why ducking it makes the future more dangerous. But wrapping themselves in Union flags is not the answer. I have set out in previous chapters some of the steps I believe would help to open up the debate, and a number of practical measures – a properly federal state, an English parliament, electoral reform, far-reaching devolution of power to English regions and communities, for example – that would provide a positive framework for that debate. But fundamentally, it is about Labour having the courage and confidence to go there.

Labour’s leadership think that the question of England’s political identity is too risky to be properly acknowledged. I believe they are wrong: but more than that, I am more and more convinced that it is the reluctance to engage with it that is at the heart of this wider lack of confidence in their relationship with the electorate. They do not believe that England would elect a radical government. But England has done it before, and is ready to do it again. The sooner progressives can find a way to express that spirit in a way which connects to the experiences and aspirations of the people of England, the sooner that day will come.
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