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O
VER THE PAST three years, the 
concept of the nation state and the 
shared, cultural understandings which 
underpin it, have been examined in 

a participatory project involving people from two 
groups which are increasingly alienated from 
their respective states: people from Ashington, 
Northumberland, which has seen its traditional 
source of livelihood decline in the wake of the 
dissolution of the mining industry; and people 
from Aboriginal Australian communities around 
Brisbane, which have seen their traditional lives 
destroyed during colonialism. 

The project, which is an application and 
examination of ideas developed during an ESRC 

PhD Scholarship and articulated in Evaluating 
Culture (Palgrave Macmillan 2013), has involved the 
groups acting as small-scale political entities while 
embedded in each other’s communities over the 
course of month-long visits.

The project emerged at a time when the future 
of the UK as a state is increasingly under question 
as a result of emerging nationalisms. This includes 
the North of England, where Jeremy Corbyn has 
attempted to reach out to an electorate ‘deceived’ 
by George Osborne’s proposal to create a ‘northern 
powerhouse’. And also the support for a post-
Election petition to allow the North to secede from 
the UK and join a ‘New Scotland’. 

The co-researchers’ work highlighted not 
simply that Aboriginal Australian people have 
never identified with the Australian state, but also 
that, increasingly, the Ashington participants and 
many people in the North East more generally, do 
not feel ‘English’ in any meaningful sense. Indeed, 
increasingly they feel distant from or even hostile 
towards ‘England’, which several in the project 
equated with London and the Home Counties. 

It was felt that the North is attacked by ‘England’ 
for its aberrant dialects, behaviours and social 
ills. Much effort was made by the Ashington co-
researchers to explain to the Aboriginal participants 
that they did not feel part of such an England and 
that to describe them as English was to assume a 
homogeneity which had never been present. 

This rejection of Englishness, and Britishness 
with it, should not be surprising. National identity 
is not fixed. It is constantly under production 

and needs to be sustained by political bodies. 
The development of nationalised industries and 
universal health, education and welfare systems 
was central to the building of an overarching British 
identity during the mid-20th Century post-War 
consensus. Those institutions were achievements 
which most citizens supported and from which 
most could feel some sense of collective pride. In 
communities like Ashington they provided a secure 
foundation upon which relatively stable, productive 
forms of collectivism developed. 

With the decline of these UK-wide institutions, 
one of the key bases of post-War nation building 
is being removed. As a consequence, the notion 
of Britishness is being supplanted by identities 
shaped by those derived from nation-building 
activities in the constituent territories. 

As the popularity of the petition suggested, 
the nationalism of the SNP looks much less like 
the banal flag-waving of days gone by and much 
more like a social democratic nation-building 
movement grounded in resisting a neoliberalism 
which undermines the collective interests of 
those outside financial sectors in the South East 
of England. People can be attracted to nation-
building movements like that whether or not they 
are Scottish, especially when there has been no 
comparable movement in England.

The communities’ work on identity shows that 
people have no essential identification with the 
state in which they live. In the current atmosphere 
of austerity, people in both groups feel that their 
interests could better be realised in different states 
with different identities. This should be of grave 
concern in the UK and England, in particular. The 
danger that the stripping back of the state will lead 
to the stripping back of affiliation with that state 
needs to be taken much more seriously. n
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