HISTORICAL FACTS OF THE 1940s − 1950s: DECOLONIZATION AND THE BREAK-UP OF EMPIRE

(we only take into account those facts that symbolically relate to issues of cultural and national identity)

· 1921: Irish Free State, becomes a dominion (semi-autonomous).

· 1931: The British Commonwealth of Nations is formed: dominions (Canada, Australia, IFS, South Africa) are now "equal in status, in no way subordinate one to another in any aspect of their domestic or external affairs, though united by common allegiance to the Crown"

· 1945: Following the long-time claims of anti-colonial movements, Britain adopts a policy of peaceful disengagement from its colonies > disruption of the British Empire 

· 1947: Independence of India, "The Jewel in the Crown". Enoch Powell, later to become a prominent conservative politician and a champion of xenophobia, widely advocated with Churchill that England should not let go of India for the sake of its own self-image. 

· 1948: the British Nationality Act creates the status of "Citizen of the United Kingdom and Colonies" (CUKC) as the national citizenship of the U K and its former colonies (also, the British Commonwealth of Nations).
· 1956: Suez Canal Crisis: Egypt claims ownership and nationalizes the Suez Canal, which was Britain's last imperial outpost and granted a pre-eminent position in the Middle East. Britain, together with France and Israel, try to make an attack but fail > perceived as a symbol of further decline.
· 1957: Birth of the European Community and of a Common Market, but the UK will not join until 1973 (but Scotland had already sought a dialogue with Europe because it saw an opportunity to pass over the mediation of London in foreign affairs).

· 1958: first xenophobic demonstrations at Notting Hill Gate, London.
ISSUES OF IDENTITY AFTER WWII

> The English had always defined themselves in terms of dominant vs. dominated and central vs. peripheral, both internally (in relation to Scotland, Wales and Ireland) and externally (in relation to the Empire, but also Europe)

> this Anglo-centric stance is strongly opposed and finally overcome by the centrifugal force of the 1940s - 1950s, a period when not only the numerous colonies fight for and obtain independence but also Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland claim greater autonomy.
> 1) the post-war economic and political conditions (London had to negotiate and pay back a huge debt to the USA), 2) the fragmentation of the outer and of the inner Empire, 3) and the wave of immigration that started to flow in from the former colonies (1948: British Nationality Act; 1958: first xenophobic demonstrations), made the English feel deprived from a cultural point of view and triggered a collective crisis on issues of nation and identity
> "The Break-up of Britain" > Great Britain finally had to come to terms with the multiplicity of its population and cultures: essential identity vs. plurality.
> the English reaction to the loss of the Empire is a comeback of the Myth of Rural England (which had already occurred after WWI and became known as "The moment of Englishness"; see S. Baldwin's quotation) > after the rhetoric of war, stoicism, strain, determination, strength and endurance fostered by Churchill to defend the British Empire, the English opt for a domestic self-retreat
> the English countryside and landscape reflect the qualities of its inhabitants and become a symbol of the English character: natural, quiet, simple, earnest, reticent, reserved, domestic, ordinary, stern, private, inward-looking, introspective
> as a consequence, the city comes to represent the centre of corruption, and of cultural and moral chaos, the counterpoint to an idyllic and idealized countryside

> politically, from the 60s on (but not in the 50s) the concepts and images referring to the countryside vs. the urban are gradually embodied and exploited by the two main parties, the Conservative (see J. Major's quotations) and the Labour respectively (even though some identified with the concept of "Little England"; see G. Orwell)
> the "Tories" naturally embraced the "Rural England" rhetoric, strengthening their role as the "English" party, that is, representative of the people and of the interests of England (originally the party of the rich English landowners and of the aristocracy); the same feelings became known under the name “Little England”, with a left-wing inclination, but the conservative “Rural England” rhetoric finally took over.
> the Labour party on the other side, born in 1906 together with the trade unions to defend the interests of the working classes, and mainly supported by Scottish voters, started to promote a "British" identity whose symbol became the urban centres.

G. Orwell – “England Your England”
The title The Lion and the Unicorn makes one think that the essay is about England and Scotland as different nations, in fact just a small passage is dedicated to this issue. For the socialist Orwell the “two nations” of England are the rich and the poor, and the cultural divide is not perceived as problematic. In Orwell too, England equates to Great Britain and, in a time of strain as the WWII was and when self-retreat was the mainstream reaction, the images that he uses to define England are rural and domestic, and the English are consequently described as natural, gentle, ordinary and introspective people. These two facts have encouraged the Conservatives to enrol Orwell as a representative of Englishness and of traditional values, while he was simply testifying the general spirit of his time and did not take into account the cultural and terminological accuracy of the British/English debate merely because the dispute was not at full blast yet. Besides, at that time the rhetoric linked to the English landscape was not an exclusively Conservative tenet.
