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Unimagined Community? Some
Social Psychological Issues
Concerning English National
Identity

SUSAN CONDOR

Lancaster University, England

My interest in English national identity was first aroused a couple of years
ago on a trip to the USA. The immigration card asked for details of my
“nationality” and “country of birth”. After a good deal of hesitation, I filled
in the card with “British” as an answer to the first question. and “England”
to the second. My friend who was travelling with me responded “British” and
“Scotland” respectively. On arrival, my friend’s card was accepted without
comment. My card was snatched by an irate official who overscored both of
my answers with “UK" in thick blue ink. Somewhat bemused. I pondered a
number of questions. If the authorities had wished to know my citizenship,
why had they instead asked about my nationality? Why was it apparently
legitimate to claim an identity as Scottish and British. but not as English and
British? Why had it taken me so long to answer these apparently simple
questions? Why had it not even occurred to me to answer “UK™ to either of
them?

These commonsense questions translate quite easily into a social scientific
problem. How can it be, in an age of increased international contact. when
national distinctions are of such personal and political significance (Anderson.
1983: Gellner, 1983; Giddens, 1985), that a relatively well-educated, experienced
traveller is unable to answer apparently straightforward guestions concerning
national identity and citizenship to the satisfaction of North American
immigration officials?
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