Nostalgia, as the old joke goes, isn’t what it used to be. Twenty years ago, the term was popularly associated with the embattled citizens of eastern Europe, who retreated from the shock of market capitalism into a cosy world of Trabants, Lenin statues and the evocative smell of communist-era pickle jars. Appropriately enough it was the Russian-American scholar Svetlana Boym who came up with the era’s most perceptive analysis of nostalgia. For Boym, the pull of a “restorative nostalgia” – a longing for a home or homeland that has never existed – was always at play in the nationalist fantasies of the right as much as they also shaped people’s memories of communism.

Today, nostalgia speaks in a different idiom, in ALL CAPS and acronyms: MAGA, MEGA, “Take Back Control”, but Boym’s warnings still ring loud and clear. Here a look at recent history can be helpful.  Nostalgia for a fantasy of imagined racial homogeneity is hardly a new force in British politics. Starmer’s unconscious echoing of Enoch Powell’s noxious rhetoric gives us some insight into how the spirit of Powell is animating contemporary English nationalism. In my field of modern British history, a number of analysts have diagnosed “imperial nostalgia” as an underlying cause of the Brexit-era lurch to the far-right. I wonder if this is quite right. Swiss mercenaries who were first diagnosed with nostalgia in the Seventeenth-century were said to be suffering from a painful longing for home. While we might accept that some nationalists dream of resurrecting the British Empire, most people’s feelings regarding our imperial past are probably messier and less coherent. 

How best to characterise them? Twenty years ago, cultural theorist Paul Gilroy argued that rather than acknowledging the complexities of empire the British had instead retreated into a “post-colonial melancholia”. Here imperial pride was expressed in the same breath that colonial violence was denied. We need a cure for such morbid symptoms. Migrants – the enslaved, the indentured, the impoverished, (more rarely) the privileged – made empire and re-made Britain in turn. Clear vision is required to understand this past; rose-tinted lenses will only obscure our view.
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