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Praise for Rule, Nostalgia

‘Fascinating and timely, Rule, Nostalgia is an eye-opening history of Britain’s enduring fixation with its own past’

Jeremy Paxman, bestselling author of The English and Black Gold: The History of How Coal Made Britain

‘Well-argued, timely and hugely entertaining. A great piece of popular history’

Jonathan Coe, bestselling author of Middle England

‘Our national story is so much stranger than we think: this book brilliantly insists that we look at it afresh’

James Hawes, bestselling author of The Shortest History of England

‘A great, scholarly history, and so searingly relevant. Hannah Rose Woods is clever, witty and perceptive. They don’t make ’em like they used to; now they make ’em better’

Dan Snow, author of On This Day in History

‘An utterly eye-opening and enthralling debut, clearly laying out our uniquely British obsession with nostalgia. Required reading for anyone who wants to use the term “culture war”. I absolutely loved it’

Fern Riddell, author of Death in Ten Minutes: The forgotten life of radical suffragette Kitty Marion

‘A smart, entertaining and meticulously researched backwards look (quite literally) at Britain’s history of looking over its shoulder. Deconstructs the lure of the fictitious “good old days” and how they have been weaponised throughout history. Excellent’

Otto English, author of Fake History

‘Outstanding. A thrilling, elegant and highly original interrogation of how we use our pasts’

Musa Okwonga, author of One of Them: An Eton College Memoir

‘Nostalgia was once considered a terminal condition. Hannah Rose Woods suggests that the culture needs to book itself in for a check-up. Provocative and well-argued, Rule, Nostalgia offers the diagnosis that might lead us to a cure’

Matthew Sweet, author of Inventing the Victorians

‘A triumphal backwards tour through the history of Britain’s relationship with its own past. This funny, sad, wise and brilliantly informative book is a crash course in the many pasts that have made our presents’

Peter Mitchell, author of Imperial Nostalgia: How the British Conquered Themselves




Introduction

Nostalgia Tells it Like it Wasn’t

It can seem as if Britain is a nation obsessed with its history, yearning for the stability and certainty of a vanished golden age. Or, as James Bond has it in the 2012 juggernaut Skyfall, ‘we’re going back to the past … where we have the advantage.’ At a time of change and uncertainty, amid fierce political disputes both over Britain’s past and its future, it has never been more important to interrogate the ways in which we remember the past.

I began writing this book in the final weeks of Britain’s exit from the European Union, when imperial nostalgia was being blamed for Britain’s inability to recognise that it was unprepared to face the challenges of the future. A few months later, I was legally confined to my home as a pandemic ripped its way around the globe, which newspapers and politicians told me I could make sense of by imagining it was the Second World War. And then the statue of Edward Colston was tipped into Bristol harbour, and historians were cast as unlikely enemies of the state, as Prime Minister Boris Johnson suggested that telling the truth about slavery and empire was a ‘cringing embarrassment about our history’, and cabinet ministers accused historians and heritage workers of waging a shamefully unpatriotic campaign to ‘do Britain down.’1 Writing a history book that has something new to say about the past used to be a normal thing to do. Now, according to the government and a swathe of the national media, it is apparently a sinister attempt to ‘rewrite history’ and discredit Britain in the present, and we would do better to realign ourselves with the official narrative that Britain’s past is a seamless roll call of glittering triumphs and inspirations; stirring pride; and other less glorious episodes that we don’t need to think about because it was ‘just how things were’ at the time. Not only this, but they tell us we can only find our way as a nation again if we ‘rediscover … the dynamism of the bearded Victorians’, or summon up the ‘buccaneering’, ‘swashbuckling’ spirit of Elizabethan explorers and nineteenth-century free-traders.2 And I want to find out what on earth is going on.

Nostalgia, however, has a long history of its own. For more than 500 years, British politicians, poets, novelists and social commentators have mourned the loss of older national identities, and called for a revival of simpler, better ways of life – from Margaret Thatcher’s call for a return to ‘Victorian values’ in the 1980s, to William Blake’s protest against the ‘dark Satanic mills’ of the Industrial Revolution that were fast transforming England’s green and pleasant land, or sixteenth-century observers looking back to a ‘Merry England’ before the upheavals of the Reformation.

Beginning with an exploration of nostalgia in the twenty-first century, I delve further back in time to uncover the nostalgias of the past, from the ‘history wars’ in the present day to the English Reformation of the sixteenth century. While conservatives today yearn for the supposed ‘Blitz spirit’ of wartime Britain, those who had lived through two world wars often yearned for the lost innocence of rural life, reimagining the Edwardian era as a long summer garden party free from anxiety and upheaval. The Edwardians, in turn, looked back longingly to a golden era of Victorian optimism – a time before imperial competition, urbanisation and technological change were transforming their world at a seemingly ever-accelerating rate – or else retreated into nostalgic visions of endless childhood through tales such as Peter Pan. And while the Victorians themselves have often been viewed as the apogee of national self-certainty, many, from Pre-Raphaelite painters to the Arts and Crafts movement, yearned to retreat to an era before the Industrial Revolution, valorising the spirit of medieval England. And before the Industrial Revolution? Eighteenth-century artists, architects and philosophers strove to break with the Middle Ages, looking back to the apparent order of the classical past, while in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries fierce battles over monarchy and religion continually rewrote the relationship between past, present and future. By the time we reach the 1530s, we find people nostalgic for a vision of home that looks very different to our own.

Nostalgia, as well as history, has often been the terrain in which political battles are fought in the present. The question of when the ‘good old days’ might have been is intimately bound up with the question of what the ‘good life’ looks like to people in their own day, and whether change is taking them closer or further away from it. Was the Industrial Revolution Britain’s heyday of power and prestige, a tale of how ingenuity, grit and determination gave rise to the ‘Workshop of the World’, creating levels of wealth and comfort throughout society that earlier generations could scarcely have dreamt of? Or was it instead a story of how Britain’s landscape was destroyed by factories and pollution; an age in which the rich grew richer at the expense of the poorest in society, who were forced to toil in unimaginable conditions and to live and work in overcrowded and unsanitary cities? Even if standards of living increased in subsequent years, did industrialisation inaugurate a process of widening inequality that has continued into the twenty-first century, as well as a culture of overwork and anxiety that we still deal with – or is it laughable to imagine that people might be happier without the benefits brought by industrial technologies? In turn, was ‘medieval’ a byword for barbarity and backwardness, the ‘dark ages’ of supposed ignorance swept away by the Renaissance and Enlightenment, or was it a more contented time before the rise of individualism, and the economic changes that would come to be known as modern capitalism? These are questions that have deeply preoccupied people over the past 500 years, as they weighed the gains as well as the losses of their age, and they are ones whose legacy we still debate today.

Why do we so often turn to the past at times of change and uncertainty? We know that life was far from easy, and yet we cannot help imagining that things were simpler than they are in the present. We yearn for times gone by, investing memories with a sense of completeness that the present can never have, even as we forget that no one experienced things that way at the time. Every generation, in their turn, has had to face unprecedented change and uncertainty, to accept that things might go wrong at any moment and that even in times of progress there will be things that are lost forever. Nostalgia offers us protection from our anxieties: the chance to escape our worries about what the future holds and recall a story that might tell us who we are and where it is that we are going. And yet we know that real life is always too complex to fold the truth into the comforting structure of a storybook.

So why are we still so tempted by the lure of life in earlier periods of history, to put on our rose-tinted glasses and revisit a time when Britain was truly ‘Great’, where everyone pulled together as a community and everybody knew your name? We often think of nostalgia as the stuff of cultural comfort food – something cosy and twee, and possibly even a little unseemly for full-grown adults to dwell on – and yet earlier generations understood how dangerously seductive the pull of nostalgia could be. In the seventeenth century, homesickness could be deadly, and physicians warned that people could succumb to nostalgia as if to a disease.

In 1688, a Swiss physician, Johannes Hofer, published a medical treatise on a mysterious new disease that seemed to be affecting Swiss soldiers fighting abroad, by combining the Greek word nostos – homecoming – and algia – pain. Separated from their homeland, soldiers seemed to be sick with longing; from ‘the sad mood originating from the desire to return to one’s native land.’ Homesick soldiers were losing touch with the present, fixating on their faraway object of desire with single-minded obsession. They were confusing now with then, real and imaginary events, hearing voices of loved ones that weren’t there; some were even wasting away, falling deeper into depression as their ‘vital spirits’ were progressively extinguished. The only cure was to return, to become a part of their home once more.3

Over time, the meaning of nostalgia would broaden from a potentially fatal disease to a milder and more common condition, encompassing, as it did so, the longing for a faraway time as well as place. As more and more people began to experience the waves of change that we think of as making up the process of ‘modernisation’ – as new technologies and industries developed over the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as people moved around their countries as well as the globe in unprecedented numbers, and as landscapes were changed beyond recognition by growing towns, cities and suburbs – nostalgia came to play an increasingly important role in what it was to be ‘modern’.4 It was part of what it meant to experience a world of transformation, in which people felt increasingly cut off from the past, looking back and realising what had been lost as well as gained. No longer a specifically medical diagnosis, it moved into the realm of art and literature, as nineteenth-century Romantics drew on the bittersweet pull of this tantalising emotion that was sometimes achingly melancholy, yet sometimes sentimentally pleasurable, while they wandered through the countryside and gazed upon time-mellowed ruins, as in Wordsworth’s ‘Tintern Abbey’, or else remembered what it had been like to experience the world as a child, before the cares and anxieties of adult life.

By the middle of the twentieth century, nostalgia had become part of common parlance – something that was being drawn upon by advertisers, consumer goods and leisure industries as people bought into enjoyment of the olden days. And yet nostalgia never entirely shed its pathological associations. In post-war Britain, it was to become intimately linked in the minds of social commentators, politicians, and many ‘ordinary’ men and women with Britain’s dwindling role and power in the world, as decolonisation and deindustrialisation created an image of a shrinking island nation whose best days were all behind it, and where consumerism was seen to be creating a society of individuals who had lost touch with feeling part of their communities. What had started off as a curable disease had come to refer to an incurable affliction that individuals as well as whole societies were susceptible to, because no one, no matter how hard they desire it, can truly return to the past.

Britain’s fixation upon the fading glories of the national past has been likened to a collective illness. ‘Nostalgia,’ announces journalist Doug Anderton in Jonathan Coe’s tragicomic Brexit novel Middle England, ‘is the English disease.’5 The culture wars over Britain’s history that rage in the national media over statues, stately homes, museums and university curriculums reveal a huge emotional investment in the meaning of Britain’s past – at times, a sense that to re-examine our understanding of British history is an existential and political threat.6 The idea that we should draw pride from Britain’s story – or a particular version of it – carrying it as a source of inspiration into the present, is matched by the anger of those who infer they are being asked to feel shame instead. On the other hand, people who argue for a dispassionate reckoning with the myths we have been instilled with have often dismissed these culture wars as a distraction manufactured by elites to deflect attention from more important issues, a cynically populist campaign waged in bad faith rather than out of genuine sincerity. And yet we know, too, that it could only ever be a successful strategy because it taps into real and deeply felt emotions. It draws on the need we all share to make a home out of the past, to feel rooted in a beginning – a question that is always connected to what kind of a home it is that we are making in the present.

Nationalism has always been intertwined with nostalgia. The ‘essence’ of national identity is always located by nationalists in the past: a time when people were supposedly more bounded, more united, more purely and quintessentially ‘national’ than they are in the present. The nations people imagine reach back to misty, often mythic origins, linking people across time to those who shared their geographical homeland long ago – even when we know that centuries of migration, intermixing and cultural change mean that these origins are often fictions of the imagination.

I want to tease apart the Anglo-centric vision of Britain on which our current debates about nostalgia are centred. My focus is primarily on both England, and an England-heavy image of Britain, as these are the perspectives from which nostalgia for the British past is most often articulated, though I will also touch on nostalgias for Scottish and Welsh pasts that have shaped our understanding of Britain’s history. (I leave aside entirely the complexities of nostalgia in – or indeed for – a wider UK, that at different times in its history has encompassed both Northern Ireland and Ireland.)

The yearning for lost greatness that a wide range of observers have seen as a cultural explanation for Britain’s twenty-first-century malaise has been envisaged as a peculiarly English affliction – a post-imperial hangover that people in Scotland and Wales are generally seen to have moved on from. Indeed, people in Scotland and Wales have long drawn a sense of who they are from oppositional identities, as well as that of Britons: histories of their struggle against English domination. While I will at times explore the ways in which Scottish and Welsh observers historically framed their nostalgia against Englishness, I also want to shed light on a lesser-known story, as we travel back towards the England of the sixteenth century: how the Britain that we often think of as a more recent construction than England, Scotland and Wales was in the past the most mythically nostalgic nation of all.

This is not to say that either Britain or England is a uniquely nostalgic place, or that people who live there feel the weight of history more keenly than people do elsewhere. This is not a book about whether people in Britain have fallen victim to a nostalgia trap in a way that other people might have escaped from. But we can view Britain and its history in a new light through its changing relationship to the past. And I want to show, too, that there is nothing new about our current debates about history – these are questions people have been asking for centuries. By journeying backwards through British history over five centuries, we can trace the ways in which people wrestled with the changes and anxieties that defined their age; how they made sense of the transformations they were living through by looking back to the past. Each age, in turn, rewrote history in its own image: sometimes forging connections with distant ancestors, sometimes seeking to escape the mistakes of earlier generations, and at others reimagining the past as everything the present was felt to be lacking. Nostalgia might not give us an accurate perspective on the past, but it tells us a great deal about how people viewed the societies in which they lived.

By moving backwards in time through British history, we can harness nostalgia’s perpetual backwards glance, taking us back to a past that is both strange, and strangely familiar. It is one of the ironies of history that while we can never entirely understand the past, in some ways we know it better than those who lived through it at the time: we can stand outside it and view it as completed, finished, a coherent process that we can begin to make sense of as a whole. We look back through the lens of everything that has happened since, creating timelines that trace developments from their origins, as we pronounce that some things were ‘ahead of their time’ and others were on the ‘wrong’ side of history. I want to unsettle this familiar framework of histories that have a beginning, a middle, and an end, and take us back to people who were rewriting their own histories, as they remade the past to make sense of their own unfinished presents.

Popular history has often been a way in which ordinary men and women claimed the right to take part in the life of their nation. By offering narratives in which people can feel part of their national story, a shared inheritance that reaches back through the centuries, Britain’s history has often been both a source of pride to people in the present, and a way of articulating their stake in shaping their society’s future.7 At times, Britain’s ruling elites have looked suspiciously upon working men and women’s appetite for history, seeing it as harbouring a radically democratic impulse. In the wake of the French Revolution in 1789, for instance, which sent shockwaves through Britain’s ruling classes as they feared the potential for uprising from below, politicians and intellectuals worried that people’s growing interest in historical novels and stories of Britain’s past signalled their dangerous ambition to take control of the national narrative. And yet Victorian educators increasingly came to realise that popular history could be pressed into the service of an imperial future, helping to raise a new generation who would follow their forebears’ example in expanding and defending a global empire. Sometimes, the popular history that bubbled up from below could be explicitly anti-elitist, such as in the wake of the First World War, when books such as 1066 and All That took aim against the patriotic myth-making of Victorian empire-builders, rejecting the supposedly heroic histories people had been instilled with that had sent them into the trenches on the promise of glory.8 But elites, too, have long realised that they could harness the power of popular history to shape obediently patriotic citizens. Even in the age of Shakespeare, enterprising playwrights were arguing that the history plays people were lining up to see were far from the ungodly entertainments that puritans raged were leading people astray: told from the right perspective, stories that showed how rebellions always failed and agitators were punished, while inviting audiences to marvel at the bravery of their leaders, could inspire people to allegiance, harnessing patriotic emotions in service of the state.9

History so often feels a more comfortable place to inhabit than the present – a time and place where we can take refuge from the uncertainties of our own age, and reacquaint ourselves with a familiar world. Yet as we travel back in time, we find people living through times that seemed worryingly unfamiliar to their eyes. Every age views its own as one of unprecedented change; each generation has seen itself as more ‘modern’, more mobile, more technologised than the last – a process that reaches back at least to the first great wave of rural–urban migration in the eighteenth century, and still further to the scientific revolution of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and the Tudor voyages of ‘discovery’ that would give rise to global trade and empires. At any given moment, we find people looking backwards, looking forwards, celebrating changes as well as lamenting their effects; sometimes welcoming progress wholeheartedly, sometimes uneasily, and at others feeling their society was accelerating into catastrophe. Even people who embraced their age as one of progress and transformation could look back nostalgically upon a past that was forever out of reach and yearn to recapture its essence once more.

Nostalgia is such a powerful and timeless feeling because it is a yearning to be free from anxiety. We feel secure in the past because we know how things turned out: we cannot help imagining the past with the benefit of hindsight. As the historian David Lowenthal argues, what people are really nostalgic for is the condition of having been: the desire to inhabit a world that is imagined to have a sense of completeness and predictability that is always lacking in the present. The one thing that is always curiously absent from the pasts that nostalgics imagine is nostalgia itself – no one back then, we decide, needed to look behind them for comfort.10 But people have always looked back with longing; forgetting, in turn, that the people they looked back to were doing the same.
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1

Keep Calm and Take Back Control

2021–1979

In recent years, Britain’s obsession with reliving the fading glories of former greatness has been likened to a national pathology. From politicians who draw on nostalgia for the ‘Blitz spirit’ or an imperial past when Britannia ruled the waves, to an endless array of consumer goods riffing off the ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ attitude of wartime austerity, many have argued that these are the retrograde obsessions of a culture unable to face reality. Comparisons to the days of British imperial might and ‘our finest hour’ reached fever pitch during Brexit, and invocations of the Second World War were rearticulated with a new intensity at the outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic, as journalists, politicians and ‘ordinary’ people alike reached for familiar stories that could help make sense of a very different crisis.

Accusations of being stuck in the past have most often been aimed at the political right, but nostalgia cuts across the political spectrum. While Conservatives have articulated their visions for Britain’s future by evoking images ranging from a nineteenth-century imperial heyday to an Elizabethan romance of swashbuckling ‘free-traders’, the future of Labour has at times been presented as a choice between the 1990s and 1970s. Just as Keir Starmer’s leadership has been charged with having no new ideas beyond the ‘things can only get better’ assurance of the Blair years, Jeremy Corbyn was suspected of living in the political landscape of the seventies, unable to come to terms with just how much had changed.1 In the wake of the 2007–8 financial crisis, as David Cameron was campaigning for a new era of economic austerity, Labour ran an election poster depicting Cameron as the extravagantly unregenerate detective Gene Hunt from the BBC drama Ashes to Ashes, perched on an Audi Quattro in snakeskin boots under the plea ‘Don’t let him take Britain back to the 1980s.’ Yet as far as the Conservative Party was concerned, this was something of an own goal – many of their voters, they felt, would jump at the chance to transform Britain’s economy as rapidly as under Margaret Thatcher. ‘Fire up the Quattro,’ they countered, with their own poster of DCI Cameron: ‘it’s time for change.’2

In the run-up to Brexit, Remainers, no less than Leavers, sought to marshal the ‘lessons’ of history in support of their campaigns; while protests for a second referendum confronted the kind of bullish military chauvinism of Nigel Farage with self-consciously old-fashioned expressions of British good manners. It was a cultural climate that produced fierce adoration for the cinematic revival of Paddington Bear in 2014 and 2017 – the master image of a Britain in which immigrants were welcome, and intolerance could be overcome with kindness, marmalade and the occasional hard stare.

More than anything, nostalgia has become weaponised in the recent ‘culture wars’, where British history has become a key battleground of national identity. On the one hand, politicians attempt to reshape an ‘official’ version of ‘our island story’, explicitly moulding the past to serve their agendas for Britain’s future. On the other, controversies rage about the ways people consume history as a form of entertainment and leisure: how the ways in which the past is presented through period dramas, museums, art galleries, and even vintage posters and tea towels unconsciously shape how we understand the world, and Britain’s place within it. Disputes over statues, stately homes, and the legacies of slavery and empire have provoked fierce debates over the ways in which Britain remembers its past, in which many feel that ‘British values’ and patriotism are under threat, while many, too, feel cut off from a sense of belonging. Those arguing for a recognition of Britain’s multiracial heritage, and a greater understanding of the British Empire, are accused by cabinet ministers in the national media of waging a pernicious campaign to tarnish Britain’s image of itself. Why are historians and heritage workers accused of ‘trashing’ the past, when it is their job to interpret it?3 How have we ended up here? Let’s start at the end.

WE’LL MEET AGAIN

Who wouldn’t have felt nostalgic in March 2020? As countries throughout the world closed their borders, shuttered businesses, and imposed constraints on the lives of citizens that would have seemed unimaginable in the distant days of 2019, the very idea of normality began to take on the bittersweet appeal of a vanished golden age. With each day’s news seemingly redefining the word ‘unprecedented’, as people were alternately confined to their homes and negotiating a world outside that was rapidly being cast as alarmingly unsafe, who would begrudge anyone the stuff of cultural comfort food? Social media feeds filled with throwback photos of happier times, streaming services registered sharp increases in nostalgia playlists and old TV programmes, and channels broadcast fondly remembered sporting victories. The BBC re-ran the 2012 Olympics opening ceremony – as one journalist wryly noted, ‘widely acknowledged to be one of the best events where everyone came together before Everything Started Going A Bit Wrong.’4 National shortages of flour, yeast, knitting wool and potting soil became topics of animated discussion, as people revisited the arts and crafts of their childhood or sought to bake, grow and make-do-and-mend themselves out of a crisis. No one seemed quite sure of the spirit in which to do all this, caught between earnestness and internet-wearied irony. Was this an innocent distraction from a dreadful situation, a much-needed revival of older ways of getting by, or a kitschy refusal to engage with the horror of unfolding disaster? Or was it all of these things?

Irresistibly, comparisons were drawn, even before the first national lockdown, to the Second World War. After a decade in which ironical injunctions to Keep Calm and Carry On had launched a thousand tea towels, posters and sundry faux-historical novelties, comparisons to the ‘Blitz spirit’ were reached for reflexively in defiance of the oncoming pandemic. ‘I’m 84. I survived rationing. I’m not scared of coronavirus,’ wrote author Hunter Davies in the Sunday Times of 15 March, in protest at the prospect of elderly people being asked to shield themselves.5 (Although survival was, of course, the point of rationing.) Throughout the following months, a number of elderly people who had lived through the Second World War as children became minor media celebrities through comments that held up their survival in wartime as an argument against lockdown restrictions – comparisons that seemed to have a widespread emotional appeal, despite the obvious counterclaim that living in a country at war had nothing to do with contracting a highly contagious illness. Infection-control measures were correspondingly envisaged as a surrender to Nazism. ‘Plucky pensioner’ Maureen Evans from Barnsley shot to (thankfully figurative) viral fame after a vox pop in which she told a BBC interviewer she ‘didn’t give a sod’ about Covid, later telling MailOnline: ‘I am 83 – I never thought I would feel like I was in Italy when Germany invaded. This is a free country for God’s sake.’6

Yet as the scale of the pandemic became apparent over the course of March 2020, attitudes of wartime defiance were increasingly countered by wartime comparisons to the spirit of pulling together. ‘Our generation has never been tested like this,’ stated Health Secretary Matt Hancock, ahead of publishing the government’s emergency Coronavirus Bill. ‘Our grandparents were, during the Second World War, when our cities were bombed during the Blitz. Despite the pounding every night, the rationing, the loss of life, they pulled together in one gigantic national effort.’ Two weeks into lockdown, the Queen’s special address to the nation echoed ‘forces’ sweetheart’ Vera Lynn’s promise ‘we’ll meet again.’ By the seventy-fifth anniversary of VE Day on 8 May, wartime experiences were overwhelmingly the lens through which people were trying to make sense of their own experience in the present, as thousands strung up bunting, sang along to Vera Lynn, crafted homespun Captain Toms out of yarn or papier-mâché, and danced socially distanced congas in their driveways.

Captain Tom Moore himself emerged from unexpectedly viral crowdfunding success as the national hero of the moment, seeming to pass the torch from military veterans to health workers as he raised £39 million for NHS Charities Together. Moore’s enormous public appeal drew on a well of nostalgia for the kind of everyday heroism of ordinary men and women in wartime that, in received wisdom, was held to have decayed in an age of individualism and consumer plenty. As the journalist Henry Mance observed, Moore’s laps of his garden gave visual form to sacrifices that were being made away from the public gaze, both at home and off-camera in emergency wards. ‘A smartly dressed veteran with three medals on his chest – this was heroism as we could understand it.’7
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1. Residents in Chester celebrate a socially distanced VE Day in 1940s clothing, May 2020.
In many ways, this rather more benign epidemic of war nostalgia running alongside the actual one made sense. As supply chains broke down and supermarket shelves emptied, with purchases restricted on essential goods such as soap, milk, eggs and bread, it was hard not to recall images of rationing, while public drives to sew face masks and stitch scrub bags for healthcare workers evoked the ethos of make-do-and-mend. Adjusting to legally enforced restrictions on leaving the house, going to work and meeting others, it was entirely reasonable to look back to the last time in living memory that a government imposed such severe restrictions on daily life. It is a powerfully strange experience both to inhabit a world that is suddenly, terrifyingly out of control, in which people are dying, and also to find that day-to-day moments can still at times feel shockingly mundane. We all have a deep need for stories that make sense of these experiences, which provide a roadmap for how to act and how to feel, and the Second World War provided a story that was immediately recognisable: the tale of a nation pulling together in the spirit of collective, supposedly classless virtuousness, united in the shared experience of threat yet indomitably doing their best.

At their most hopeful, comparisons to the Second World War seemed to rewrite a story of modern Britain as a long decline from ‘our finest hour’. For over half a century, the master narrative of British society was one in which deindustrialisation and decline as a world power had been paralleled by the breakdown of community, the rise of individualism and selfish consumer spending, and of generations of self-obsessed youngsters weaned on technology with no respect for their elders. Opinion polls and media debates consistently framed the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries as an age in which community spirit and neighbourliness were being irretrievably lost. A 2018 survey by the think tank Demos, for instance, identified nostalgia for lost communities, and a feeling of personal isolation, as one of the most salient factors through which people articulated the changes they had experienced over the course of their lifetimes, with 71 per cent of respondents feeling that their communities had been eroded. Changing experiences in British life were consistently expressed in terms of a yearning for a national sense of strength and unity; as one respondent felt, ‘it’s all changed. You go back to the Second World War and we were very resilient then, and the aftermath of the Second World War, we were quite resilient, but I think that’s drifted out of society.’8

In the years preceding the pandemic, generational divides in particular had become the stock fodder of media clickbait – invariably framed as a battle for social consensus between avocado-eating millennials and ‘woke warriors’ on the one side, and avaricious boomers hoarding property wealth on the other. But the first months of the pandemic seemed to offer a much more hopeful counter-narrative: of young people prepared to put their lives on hold to shield the elderly; of people checking in on neighbours and delivering groceries to friends and relatives. Mutual aid groups proliferated to offer support to local communities. By March 2021, research by a coalition of charitable organisations and community groups suggested that over 12.4 million adults had volunteered during the pandemic, ranging from helping at food banks, community centres and tenants’ associations to conservation projects, youth groups, sports clubs and cultural organisations. Within a few weeks of the first lockdown being announced in March 2020 alone, more than a million people had signed up as NHS volunteers, in what was widely reported as the biggest volunteer recruitment drive since the Second World War.9

On the other hand, easy invocations of the Blitz spirit did a real disservice both to questions of how to manage and understand a very different crisis, and of wartime experiences themselves. In the first weeks of lockdown, media discussion on ‘what we can learn from the war generation’ was matched by a raft of historians and commentators drawing attention to the ways in which these comparisons were not only unhelpful, but unhealthy. ‘The horror of coronavirus is all too real. Don’t turn it into an imaginary war,’ argued Marina Hyde in the Guardian. ‘I’m not sure who this register of battle and victory and defeat truly aids. We don’t really require a metaphor to throw the horror of viral death into sharper relief: you have to think it’s bad enough already.’10 War metaphors created such an atmosphere of combative confusion that people sitting down in urban parks were branded ‘traitors’ as their photographs were circulated on social media.

Not only was Blitz nostalgia fuelling attitudes of carelessness towards people’s difficulties in the present, it tended to trivialise real experiences of suffering in wartime and promulgate historical misunderstandings. The assumption that people living through the Blitz rallied around the call to ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ has become so entrenched that it is impossible to override it with the fact that almost no one heard these words until the year 2000, when a surviving poster was found in a second-hand bookshop in Northumberland, because the poster was never approved for mass display.11 There is a pervasive tendency to see the experience of war as broadly a good thing, something that brought out the best in people, and to ignore or even actively reject remembrance of its toll. Historians have been countering for more than half a century that the reality of being bombed night after night produced long-lasting psychological trauma – much of it untreated and unrecorded – that deeply affected people’s lives for decades after the war, and have drawn attention to the class divisions, racial tensions, mass panics, thriving black market, and jewellery stripped from the bodies of bomb victims that existed in parallel to attitudes of resolve and plucky endurance. But the dominant public image of the Second World War remains much the same as the wartime propaganda put out by the government at the time: of people playing the role of character actors in a national production of muddling through, not of complex lives or deeply felt experiences of suffering. Refracted through myths of exaggerated stoicism, a reluctance to truly empathise with the complexity of people’s lives in the past is matched by a refusal to engage with the complexity of the present.

With the worst death rate in Europe by far at several points in the first and second waves of infections, the UK government’s repeated disinclination to accept that lessons could be learnt or comparisons made between the UK and other countries’ handling of the pandemic, while drawing so heavily on distortions of British history to repeat the same mistakes all over again in handling the second wave, was perverse. When asked in the House of Commons in September 2020 why Italy and Germany had far lower rates of coronavirus, and whether the UK’s failing test and trace system might be to blame, Boris Johnson responded that ‘there is an important difference between our country and many other countries around the world: our country is a freedom-loving country. If you look at the history of this country over the past three hundred years, virtually every advance, from free speech to democracy has come from this country,’ before going on to blame the British people’s refusal to obey guidelines.12 Few things could symbolise this dogged belief in British exceptionalism, articulated through wild misappropriations of history, more starkly than the government’s decision not to take part in the EU’s ventilator procurement scheme, in favour of what Johnson referred to as ‘Operation Last Gasp’ – breezily gesturing at wartime industrial efforts through a pun about suffocating to death.13

Though the prime minister did go on to reference Britain’s history of international collaboration in the ‘fight’ against Covid. In an op-ed for the Daily Mail in November 2020 that promised ‘sunlit upland pastures ahead’ over ‘the last barbed wire’, he avowed that ‘armies of science are coming to our aid with all the morale-boosting, bugle-blasting excitement of Wellington’s Prussian allies coming through the woods on the afternoon of Waterloo.’14 Which was presumably a nod to the centuries-old trope that while pluck and love of freedom were unquestionably English possessions, science felt a bit German. Indeed, the Mail itself reported a marked divergence in different countries’ use of scientific language and Second World War metaphors in their handling of coronavirus, noting that while the UK media drew heavily on analogies between pandemic responses and the ‘Blitz spirit’, ‘German coverage meanwhile uses scientific words partly due to losing the war.’15

Amid this upwelling of Blitz nostalgia, conservative commentators at times seemed to forget that they were managing a respiratory pandemic, not a home front in an imaginary war. Eurosceptic former MEP Daniel Hannan, for instance, protested against school closures by recalling that, in the Second World War, boys from the City of London School had been evacuated to Marlborough College. ‘The two schools shared premises, one set of boys doing games while the other was in class. Even at the height of the Blitz, no one missed a day of schooling,’ he tweeted, perhaps underplaying the number of non-public schools that were destroyed in air raids, but thankfully stopping short of advocating putting London’s children on trains to live with elderly people in the countryside. As if repeatedly dipping his hand into the nostalgia tombola, at one point Hannan wrote in the Telegraph of his hopes that ‘if coronavirus has a silver lining’ it would be that social distancing could bring about a revival of the curtsy.16

Even in its more benign forms, nostalgia can obscure the reality of history and human suffering, leading us to fetishise people we remember as struggling quietly, never complaining – seeing the good in people only when enduring in the face of adversity. It’s an attitude that led former Conservative deputy chairman Lord Ashcroft, for instance, to dismiss social justice campaigns with a list of imaginary protests that ‘generation woke’ might have made during the Second World War. Hypothetical complaints included ‘there are only male and female toilets in the air raid shelter and I don’t identify as either’, ‘this respirator haversack has a leather strap and I’m vegan’, and ‘I find the term “black out” offensive’ – mocking younger generations for things he had invented at their expense.17 (In reality, the government did recognise that a substantial number of people in the 1940s didn’t eat animals, issuing special ration cards for vegetarians.18)

Nostalgia, here, performs a strange double service: we disdain comfortable twenty-first-century lives, and idealise the hardships of previous generations (‘they didn’t have much but they were happy’, ‘times were tough, but we didn’t think anything of it’), even as we empty these memories of the pain and uncertainty they had at the time. Prince William’s comments, as he praised community fundraising during the first lockdown, that ‘Britain is at its best, weirdly, when we’re in a crisis’ tapped into a popular sense that there is a kind of nobility to the spirit of pulling together in times of suffering, in contrast to the inertia of modern consumerist ease. It is a paradoxical nostalgia for the ‘good old days’ when times were harder, a yearning for the struggles and hardships of previous generations, without giving up the benefit of hindsight about how things turned out all right in the end. It fuels a belief that the moral value of suffering leads to a happily-ever-after. But it is easy to mistake the stories we tell for reality itself. It is inevitable, in turn, that we will look back fondly on the heroism and bravery of life in lockdown, the moments of pride and simple pleasures, forgetting how it felt to teeter on the brink of a worst-case scenario in which 20-, 50-, 100,000 deaths would be an unimaginable disaster. If Prince William’s comments lie at the gentle end of the hardship nostalgia spectrum, at the other extreme is the sadomasochistic ‘satire’ of Rod Liddle opining in The Times in 2019: ‘a peaceful, easy life hasn’t made us happy. Perhaps it’s time to give war a chance.’19

HISTORY WARS

Nostalgia, like history, is about the stories we tell ourselves. What gets forgotten, what gets remembered, and whose story it is that we are telling. People go to war over these stories, and sometimes they imagine themselves into one. Amid criticism of the government’s handling of the coronavirus pandemic, and worldwide protests against racial injustice in the wake of the murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis, in June 2020 Downing Street’s Number 10 policy unit was reported to be pushing the prime minister to shore up support by waging a culture war over British history.20 Following the toppling of the statue of slave trader Edward Colston in Bristol, Johnson condemned calls to remove statues of historical figures, stating that Britain ‘cannot photoshop its history’ (though this was precisely what protesters had been arguing), and vowed to protect the statue of Winston Churchill in Parliament Square ‘with every breath in my body.’21 Government interventions in the way Britain remembered its history gained pace into 2021, as Housing Minister Robert Jenrick pledged to ‘save Britain’s statues from the woke militants who want to censor our past’, while Culture Secretary Oliver Dowden summoned heritage bodies to a summit that Department for Culture, Media and Sport sources described as an attempt to ‘defend our culture and history from the noisy minority of activists constantly trying to do Britain down.’22 The National Trust became the subject of intense media attacks for research it was conducting into the links between historic properties and the legacies of slavery and empire, for which it was reported to the Charity Commission out of the feeling that exploring ‘contentious’ history was against the law. (It was not.23)

We are in a strange position where each call for remembrance is recast as forgetting; every drive to shed light on the past is smeared as an act of censorship; and every attempt to re-examine the complexity of the past is denounced as simple-minded prejudice. Emotions run high, but are more often invented to discredit the positions of others – anyone arguing for a dispassionate understanding of history is liable to be branded as a guilt-ridden apologist driven by shame and hatred for their own country. For Johnson, ‘it’s time we stopped our cringing embarrassment about our history … this general bout of self-recrimination and wetness.’24 But you will be hard-pressed to find a historian or a heritage worker anywhere arguing that people should feel this way about their country or its history in the first place. On the other side, the drive to look only for the good in history frequently casts Britain’s past as a source of pride, a deep emotional attachment that should be cherished and drawn on as a source of inspiration today. Yet while Britain’s role in abolishing slavery, for instance, or in defeating Nazi Germany, are invoked as things we can be proud of in the present, this argument viscerally rejects the idea that a logical consequence would entail feeling shame about episodes of British history too. We are warned that holding ‘heroic’ figures to account for the atrocities of slavery and empire would be to judge the past by today’s standards, and yet evidence that many people at the time also found these exact things abhorrent is ignored.

In such a climate, even mild pronouncements provoke intense anger: as David Olusoga writes of his experience as a public historian, ‘if you want someone to call you a traitor or accuse you of hating Britain, try suggesting that Britain is a normal nation or that our history is remarkable but not exceptional.’25 It has got to the point where even the word ‘imperialist’ provokes rage, if the suspicion is that the Empire is not being praised. ‘Heroes of Rorke’s Drift branded “imperialist” over links to empire’, ran an article in the Telegraph critical of a review into the links between colonialism and the Queen’s art collection.26 But how else would you describe a painting created to celebrate colonial warfare?

A range of commentators have read this blurring of the lines between history, nostalgia and amnesia as the consequence of Britain’s failure to fully confront its own past. Empire, in particular, is both everywhere and nowhere in popular consciousness. It is taken as given that Britain was ‘great’ because it once had a large and powerful empire, yet the realities of empire remain shrouded in myth and fantasy. There is a vague sense that it must have been better than other countries’ empires; an insistence that even though the purpose of empire was to extract wealth from Britain’s colonies, those colonies gained the residual benefit of things like railways that they are held to have been incapable of building themselves, if left to their own devices in subsequent centuries. Many people report having been taught little of empire at school – as the journalist Sathnam Sanghera writes, for instance, ‘my education in British empire was almost non-existent … we explored both world wars at length … but I don’t recall it once being mentioned that tens of thousands of brown people from across empire were fighting for Britain and that empire made great financial contributions too.’27

In turn, a lack of awareness about the history of empire compounds misunderstandings about British society itself. For Afua Hirsch, ‘few who invoke the history of imperial greatness realise that the British Empire was the reason for post-war mass immigration from Africa, Asia and the Caribbean in the first place.’28 The author, rapper and activist Akala has written similarly of post-war migration:


No one explained that our grandparents were not immigrants, that they were literally British citizens – many of them Second World War veterans – with British passports to match, moving from one of Britain’s outposts to the metropole. Nobody told white Britain that, over there in the colonies, Caribbeans and Asians were being told that Britain was their mother country, that it was the home of peace and justice and prosperity and that they would be welcomed with open arms by their loving motherland.29



But the gaps in people’s understanding are compounded still further by the nature of what was taught about empire. A number of commentators have emphasised that those in their sixties and over first learnt about British history between the 1930s and 1960s. It is a demographic that includes men who were conscripted into National Service between 1946 and 1962 – many of whom were pressed into colonial wars, in which people fighting for independence were the enemy.30 Their earliest understandings of Britain and its history were shaped in the context of Britain having a global empire, and needing new generations of men and women to maintain it. And this education can operate unconsciously as much as consciously, being absorbed as much through culture and society as in formal schooling. It doesn’t require explicit propaganda for people to be imbued with a sense that Britain’s power and greatness are just the way it is; an inevitable result of superiority, something that doesn’t need to be explained by looking into where it came from and why. For the journalist Adam Ramsay, this has fed into a widespread ‘nostalgia for a time when life was easier, and Britain could simply get rich by killing people of colour and stealing their stuff’, because the inextricable links between the two have never been adequately acknowledged. ‘All of this is made possible by lies: the lies many of us were told about what our great-grandparents were up to in India, the lies we told ourselves when we decided not to look too closely, the lies we told the people we subjugated.’31

And this continues today. In recent memory, prime ministers from Gordon Brown to David Cameron and Boris Johnson have publicly called for the celebration of aspects of the British Empire, viewing it as something overall to be proud of, while explicitly arguing that we should wind down memories of imperial atrocities and move on. For disgraced former defence secretary Liam Fox, whose plans for the Department of International Trade were branded ‘Empire 2.0’ by civil servants, ‘The United Kingdom is one of the few countries … that does not need to bury its 20th century history.’32 An attitude that rested both on the frightening assumption that countries should try to bury unpleasant aspects of history to make themselves look better, and on a stunning disregard for Britain’s twentieth-century history itself. As Ramsay writes, ‘their nostalgia doesn’t extend to the genocide [in Tasmania], forced famine [in India], concentration camps [in South Africa], castration with pliers, or rape with broken bottles [in Kenya], though the willingness to ignore all of these does tell us something important.’33 Something has gone very wrong with how we think about Britain’s history when the empire comes to be accounted for as a balance sheet of good and bad, as if any conceivable gains could make this a price worth paying.

This is more than just a debate about the past, important though that is. It is, fundamentally, about origins. Boris Johnson will defend his vision of Churchill with his last breath, because a challenge to traditional figures of heroism is a challenge to his entire worldview. Whose experiences are prioritised in remembering the past, and whose are disregarded or silenced, directly mirrors who is marginalised in the present. In the view of those who claim to ‘defend’ Britain’s heritage, they are both just ‘noisy minorities’ gaining ground from the people whose perspectives count most. This is why, in a multicultural society that is home to many overlapping heritages and identities, nostalgia has become such contested territory, in which many feel that ‘British values’ and pride are under attack, while people of mixed heritage so often feel cut off from a sense of belonging.

Writers such as Afua Hirsch, Akala and Reni Eddo-Lodge have highlighted the savage irony that a country so invested in nostalgia for the national past has failed to acknowledge the realities of British history. As Eddo-Lodge asks: ‘I needed to know why, when people waved Union Jacks and shouted “we want our country back”, it felt like the chant was aimed at people like me. What history had I inherited that left me an alien in the place of my birth?’ For Sathnam Sanghera, ‘the defining political narrative of my lifetime’ has been one that refuses to acknowledge the legacies of empire as a vital context for Britain’s racial diversity, in favour of the ahistorical idea ‘that black and brown people were aliens who arrived without permission, with no links to Britain, to abuse British hospitality.’ ‘Indeed’, he writes, ‘the narrative that brown people imposed themselves on Britain is so powerful that I absorbed it myself.’ Growing up in Britain as the child of immigrants ‘would have been significantly less agonising if, during my lifetime, Britain had not acted like we were aliens and interlopers but were here because of long-standing historical ties.’ Eddo-Lodge writes similarly that ‘I had been denied a context, an ability to understand myself.’34

There is, too, an entrenched narrative that immigration to Britain is a relatively recent phenomenon, dating from the second half of the twentieth century, so that portrayals of the multicultural past are seized upon as a distortion of history rather than an accurate reflection of it. Continual furores over casting diversity in period dramas are fuelled by the instinctive convictions of a section of the British public that its history is and should be white. The media was ready to give lavish prominence, for instance, to actor and professional grievance generator Laurence Fox’s complaints that filmmakers were ‘forcing diversity on people’ by ‘shoehorning’ people of colour into historical dramas. Despite claiming to find the appearance of a single Sikh soldier in Sam Mendes’s war epic 1917 to be ‘great … brilliant’, Fox continued: ‘but you’re suddenly aware there were Sikhs fighting in this war. And you’re like, “ok, you’re now diverting me away from what the story is”.’35 Even while acknowledging that Sikh soldiers did indeed fight for Britain, this is a worldview that insists it is not part of the story of the First World War. It insists that people of colour are incidental to the main narrative, even when their presence is fact.

These assumptions shape our understanding of history so powerfully that facts themselves can come as a surprise. Sanghera writes of learning as an adult about eighteenth-century writer, composer and social reformer Ignatius Sancho, and nineteenth-century Chartist leader William Cuffay, that ‘if I had to guess when the first black activists became famous in Britain, I would have said it was the 1960s.’ Despite his hometown of Wolverhampton’s long multi-ethnic history, in local history groups and nostalgic studies such as Wolverhampton Memories the photographs show only white residents. Writing of Sake Dean Mahomed, the first Indian author in English and founder of England’s first curry house in 1810, he emphasises that ‘Mahomed’s very existence challenged the idea that has been hammered into me my entire life: that brown people are relatively recent interlopers,’ when in fact they have lived in Britain for centuries.36 So insistent is this received narrative that when Classics professor Mary Beard pointed out on Twitter that there had been black people in Roman Britain – which should be completely unsurprising in an empire that colonised and recruited soldiers from Africa, still less when we have classical sources describing a Libyan emperor greeting an Ethiopian soldier at Hadrian’s Wall – she faced a ‘torrent of aggressive insults’. One social media commentator accused her of ‘literally re-writing history’.37 Which she was in fact doing, because that is her job – but the history she is writing here is one that puts facts back in after they were strenuously written out in the first place.

People do not react with anger like this unless maintaining the same old narrative is of deep importance to them. It is easy to dismiss the reactionary nationalism of the ‘culture wars’ over British history as a distraction manufactured to direct attention away from more substantial political issues, but we also need to consider that these things are deeply felt and sincerely believed. And we need to consider why, and what this narrative is doing. We recognise instinctively, for instance, that Boris Johnson wrote a book about Churchill because he sees himself in the Churchillian mould, so that for us to approve of one is to approve of the other. As the historian Richard Evans notes,


Johnson, as the subtitle of this book proclaims, is a firm believer in the ‘great man’ theory of history. Not for him the subtleties of the complex interplay of historical forces and individual personalities … Winston Churchill alone, he writes, ‘saved our civilisation’ … all this, he argues, confounds what he sees as the fashion of the past few decades to write off ‘so-called great men and women’ as ‘meretricious bubbles on the vast tides of social history.’ The story of Winston Churchill ‘is a pretty withering retort to all that malarkey. He, and he alone, made the difference.’38



Historians, generally, manage to make room for both the importance of society as a whole and the contributions of its leaders, and do not experience this balance as personally threatening. But we are not really being asked to take seriously a philosophy of history in which Churchill is ‘alone’ responsible for every world event and development he had a leadership role in, because that would also entail giving him sole responsibility for the Bengal famine of 1943 – and when historians discuss even Churchill’s partial contribution to this they are named and shamed in the national media and in starts pouring the abuse.39 What we are being asked to do is to defend his status as ‘hero’ in the face of attacks by the complexity of reality.

Indeed, the cult of Churchill, and of heroising historical figures generally, has produced a climate in which anyone arguing for change is liable to be assumed to be tearing him down along with everything he stands for. Amid protests against police violence and for women’s safety in the wake of the murder of Sarah Everard in March 2021, the statue of Churchill in Parliament Square was given a round-the-clock police phalanx even though no one had threatened it. The order, it was reported, had been to ‘protect Churchill at all costs.’ Two days later a bill passed its second reading in Parliament that would give a ten-year jail term for defacing a statue, which Policing Minister Kit Malthouse defended as a proportionate reflection of their ‘emotional value’.40 This is the danger of nostalgia in its most extreme forms: feeling so personally attacked by someone damaging a statue that hurting them back by taking ten years of their life feels like justice. And this is profound nostalgia: not something sentimental, or comfortable, or twee, but nostalgia with the pain in it, the fear and the rage that someone is threatening the home you had imagined, and the place you had hoped for within it. It is the anger of people who do not wish to confront the suggestion that the ideal they remember and are striving for might not be a good one, after all, for everyone; that the imagined homeland you long for is being rejected by people trying to make a new one, in which you and your values might no longer be welcomed.

STANDING ALONE

The desire to imaginatively resurrect war through the framing of political debate has long intermingled with nostalgia in British culture. Just as the pandemic was imagined through the lens of fighting on the home front, Brexit, both before and after the 2016 referendum, had been imaginatively transformed into a war against Europe. Reflexive invocations of the Second World War have been a stock trope of the British media at least since the Falklands War in 1982, peaking again with a surge of don’t-forget-the-war Germanophobia surrounding German reunification at the turn of the 1990s. Decades of glib media jingoism about two world wars and one world cup or cheese-eating surrender monkeys or various blanket grievances culminated in comments such as Boris Johnson’s likening of the EU to the expansionist ambitions of Hitler, or MP Mark Francois’s pledge that ‘my father, Reginald Francois, was a D-Day veteran. He never submitted to bullying by any German and neither will his son.’ Eurosceptic billionaire and Brexit financier Peter Hargreaves declared that leaving the EU ‘will be like Dunkirk again … Insecurity is fantastic’, while Nigel Farage vowed that if there was a delay in triggering Article 50 he would personally ‘don khaki, pick up a rifle and head for the front lines.’41 And so on.

The substance of what actually happened in the Second World War was of little relevance compared to its symbolic value in conjuring a vague atmosphere of inevitable triumph and jingoistic rectitude. This was history hollowed out into a warm bath of antagonistic cheer and self-congratulation: what the writer James Cooray Smith has referred to as ‘a culture that boils a vast and unimaginably complex conflict down to the title sequence of Dad’s Army – an animation in which a Union Flag is forced off the European continent by a trio of Nazi triangles, and after returning home bobs around defiantly … It’s the difference between those who remember war, and those who only remember war films.’42 Indeed, at times Brexiteers could seem to be suffering from a kind of false memory syndrome, in which television was mistaken for historical memory. Ahead of the referendum, Leave.EU co-founder Arron Banks, for instance, claimed to have received a £30 donation in a letter from a Second World War veteran, whose animus was apparently directed against ‘what we called the surrender monkeys’ he had fought alongside on the Continent. As the columnist Fintan O’Toole noted, this seemed unlikely, as the earliest known use of the phrase dates to an episode of The Simpsons.43

From the 1990s onwards, Eurosceptic journalism deployed war metaphors to elevate ever more minor – and frequently invented – inconveniences over EU regulations about crisp flavour or banana straightness, and putative red tape, into a clash of epic suffering. This played into a broader culture in which memories of war, and particularly the Second World War, are consumed as a leisure activity, a form of entertainment that offers the comforts of moral clarity; of winners and losers, heroes and villains. Yet this nostalgia frequently blocks any real appreciation of the realities of war, even as it purports to honour it. For the historian Mark Mazower, observing the upswell of wartime nostalgia surrounding the seventieth anniversary of the outbreak of war in 2009, the ‘pride and self-congratulation’, ‘the endless recycling of the same themes – Dunkirk, the D-Day landings, Churchillian greatness – starts to devalue the heroism of those times as much as to celebrate it.’ Nuance can start to carry the murky whiff of collaboration and treachery; a sense that contemplating the horror of war outside of a staunchly nationalist perspective might look a lot like appeasement. For Cooray Smith, writing of Nigel Farage’s ‘oafish’ fantasies of Dunkirk, this is barely even nostalgia: ‘nostalgia requires an element of pain … for Farage and his ilk there is no pain in this behaviour, just the most extraordinarily banal comfort.’44

British history seemed to offer an inexhaustible well of trivial comparisons and bellicose optimism around the EU referendum. Brexit was likened by politicians and media commentators to any number of formative wars and historical dramas – the Reformation, the Napoleonic Wars, the Declaration of Independence, the Corn Laws, the ‘buccaneering’ spirit of imperialist free-traders. It obscured the reality of the past at the same time as hysterically distorting the view from the present. For MP Jacob Rees-Mogg, framing Brexit at the 2017 Conservative Party Conference, ‘This is Magna Carta … It’s Waterloo! It’s Agincourt! It’s Crécy! We win all of these things!’ After an audience member bellowed ‘Trafalgar!’, Rees-Mogg replied ‘and Trafalgar, absolutely.’45 Writing in the Telegraph in 2018, Boris Johnson claimed – wildly incorrectly on a number of fronts – that Theresa May’s Chequers plan for a softer Brexit would have been the first time that ‘our leaders were deliberately acquiescing in foreign rule’ ‘since 1066’.46 The journalist Anoosh Chakelian objected of this constant stream of ‘sub-GCSE historical references’ that ‘the main problem’ isn’t even ‘the inaccuracy’ of the assertions, inaccurate as they are. ‘The main problem is the sheer basicness of the reference … you wonder if they’ve just groped for the easiest bit they can remember from their textbooks, after running out of invocations of Winston Churchill’s patriotic spirit’.47 This is not history, nor even really nostalgia for a rose-tinted version of history itself, so much as it is a nostalgia for the gusto of imperial schoolboys learning about history – enjoying the glow of half-gleeful, half-solemn pride in a sweep of grand confirmations that Britons were not only the winners, but the goodies too.

This insistent vagueness in appeals to the glories of the past found its purest distillation in the Leave campaign’s call to ‘take back control’. As many commentators have observed, the message was deliberately vague as to what exactly had been lost, or what needed to be regained. Control of what? Back to when? It was a slogan that went through various iterations: early suggestions in conversations with campaign director Dominic Cummings had been ‘get change’, ‘keep control’, and then, at Cummings’s suggestion, ‘Vote Leave, let’s take control’ – which was indeed the version used when the campaign launched with an online video in October 2015. Yet this evolved, slightly but significantly over the following weeks, into ‘take back control’. As Cummings explained, the crucial tweak in this message played into what behavioural psychologists refer to as the powerful human impulse towards ‘loss aversion’.48 People, he argued, were far more anxious about losing things than they were motivated to gain them. Taking ‘back’ control widened out the field of people’s anxieties to suggest a whole realm of just rewards that might be regained; not only proclaiming, on the side of a bus, a weekly £350 million that could be recovered, but appealing to a host of inchoate yearnings about fading pride and glory that, it was promised, could be recaptured once more.

For many observers, this longing to recapture what was being lost was indelibly marked by nostalgia for empire. Liberal Democrat leader Vince Cable’s remarks that Leave voters were ‘nostalgic for a world where passports were blue, faces were white, and the map was coloured imperial pink’ was emblematic of a widely held feeling that those who had voted for Brexit were stuck in the past, uniquely in thrall to a lost era of power and pride.49 American commentators looked on the referendum from afar and saw Britain as ‘cling[ing] to imperial nostalgia’ and ‘delusions of empire’, interpreting the vote as the ‘last gasp’ of a country in the death throes of post-imperial decline.50

This narrative became received wisdom among many Remainers. The journalist Gary Younge, for instance, argued that ‘Britain’s imperial fantasies have given us Brexit’, while Afua Hirsch has written that ‘the ghosts of the British Empire are everywhere in modern Britain, and nowhere more so than in the dream of Brexit.’ Among many others, the historian David Olusoga has highlighted just how out of step these rose-tinted images of the imperial past are with historical reality: ‘the Brexiters ask us to “believe in Britain” but not the real
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