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England Team 
 

23 players made up the official England team for the UEFA European Championships 2020. As 

they are referenced at points throughout this thesis, the squad and positions are listed here.1  

 

Manager 

Gareth Southgate 

 

Goalkeepers 

Jordan Pickford 

Aaron Ramsdale 

Sam Johnstone 

 

Defenders 

Kyle Walker 

Luke Shaw 

John Stones 

Harry Maguire 

Kieran Trippier 

Tyrone Mings 

Conor Coady 

Ben Chilwell 

Ben White 

Reece James 

 

 

 

Midfielders 

Declan Rice 

Jack Grealish 

Jordan Henderson 

Kalvin Phillips 

Jadon Sancho 

Mason Mount 

Phil Foden 

Bukayo Saka 

Jude Bellingham 

 

Forwards 

Harry Kane (Captain) 

Raheem Sterling 

Marcus Rashford 

Dominic Calvert-Lewis 

  

                                                 
1 “Squad,” England, UEFA.com, accessed January 30, 2022,  https://www.uefa.com/uefaeuro-2020/teams/39--

england/squad/.    

https://www.uefa.com/uefaeuro-2020/teams/39--england/squad/
https://www.uefa.com/uefaeuro-2020/teams/39--england/squad/
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England Football Results  
 

England played nine games throughout the seven-week period, and the games are referenced 

throughout this thesis. The games, scores and goal scorers are listed here.2 

 

Warm Up Games  

 

2nd June 2021 

England 1 
(Bukayo Saka) 

Austria 0 

 

6th June 2021 

England 1 
(Marcus Rashford) 

Romania 0 

 

Group Stage  

 

13th June 2021 

England 1 
(Raheem Sterling) 

Croatia 0 

 

18th June 2021 

England 0 

Scotland 0 

 

22nd June 2021 

England 1 
(Raheem Sterling) 

Czech Republic 0 

 

 

 

Round of 16 

29th June 2021 

England 2 
(Raheem Sterling & Harry Kane) 

Germany 0 

 

Quarter Final  

 

3rd July 2021 

England 4 
(Harry Kane (2), Harry Maguire & Jordan Henderson) 

Ukraine 0  

 

 

Semi Final  

 

7th July 2021 

England 2 
(Harry Kane & Denmark own goal) 

Denmark 1  

 

Final  

 

11th July 2021 

England 1 (2) 
(Luke Shaw) (Harry Kane & Harry Maguire) 

Italy 1 (3) 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

                                                 
2 “All the UEFA EURO 2020 results,” UEFA.com, published July 11, 2021, https://www.uefa.com/uefaeuro-

2020/news/0254-0d41684d1216-06773df7faed-1000--all-the-euro-2020-results/.  

https://www.uefa.com/uefaeuro-2020/news/0254-0d41684d1216-06773df7faed-1000--all-the-euro-2020-results/
https://www.uefa.com/uefaeuro-2020/news/0254-0d41684d1216-06773df7faed-1000--all-the-euro-2020-results/
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Abstract  
 

 This thesis uses the framework of formal versus moral citizenship to examine the 

unfolding discourses emerging over Twitter during the European Championships 2020. This will 

be done by focusing on the tweets of British politicians, the official @England twitter account, 

the Mayors of English cities, journalists at British newspapers and current and former England 

footballers. This allows for the identification of key messages of significance, myths, symbols 

and narratives about race, religion and English identity. The overarching argument presented is 

that to be English is considered to be English-speaking, white and Christian, or secular. From the 

outset, the tournament was characterized by intense debate since the players decided to ‘take the 

knee’ in solidarity with the global Black Lives Matter movement. Many people supported this 

decision, but others felt it was not only a non-English problem, but also a ‘Marxist’ movement or 

simply a meaningless gesture. As the team progressed throughout the tournament, their success 

meant that many accepted the players moral citizenship. They were granted contingent insider 

status as they had showed their dedication to the team and country. However, once the players 

failed at the final, they were judged to have let down the nation. This moral status was taken 

away and they received intense levels of abuse. As football is a microcosm of broader society, 

this seven-week-period reflects broader conceptions of English identity and nationalism and 

highlights the influences of historical events, as well as the influences of factors such as religion 

and race.  
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Introduction 
 

The last few years have been an interesting time for English identity and the 

exploration of England’s broader place in the world. Current unfolding events such as the 

UK’s departure from the European Union, increasing nationalist ideologies developing in 

Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, and an increasingly multi-heritage society, have 

brought questions of English identity and belonging to the forefront. Additionally, these 

questions are consistently informed by historical events, such as World War 1 & 2, 

Colonialism and the British Empire and myths of famous Englishmen. These events are often 

referenced in the media and popular culture, and therefore shape many widespread beliefs, 

specifically on historical conceptions of identity, religion and race. Therefore, this thesis is 

set to explore the religio-racial boundaries of contemporary English identity. This will be 

done by answering the main research question: ‘what is the relationship between religion, 

race and identity in contemporary English nationalism?’ 

 

A key site where the parameters of English identity are contested and identified is 

sport. Sports such as football, cricket and rugby are extremely popular in England, especially 

as this is also one of the only times when England represents itself on a global stage – every 

other instance would be a representation of Great Britain or the United Kingdom.3 Football is 

specifically relevant, however, as there is no other mainstream sport in which a ‘non-amateur 

national team have only specifically represented England’ in international competitions.4 

Additionally, sportsmen often become well known stars and celebrities, and take on active 

roles in different areas. This thesis will focus specifically on the European Championships 

2020. This tournament was ultimately postponed from 2020 to 2021 due to Covid-19 – but is 

herein referred to as the Euros 2020. This tournament was especially relevant as the Euros 

2020 were characterized by a heated public debate about race and English identity. The 

English football team had chosen to ‘take a knee’ before games played in this tournament in a 

move to show global solidarity with the Black Lives Matter movement, which elicited a 

variety of responses.5  

 

Before the beginning of the official tournament, England played two warm-up games, 

and some of the fans who were present in the stadium booed the team while they ‘took the 

knee’, whereas other fans were cheering.6 The beginning of the tournament was characterized 

by debate over whether this team was a good representation of England’s current culture - 

multi-heritage, inclusive, strong leadership – or if they represented the un-English, supposed 

“Marxist” Black Lives Matter movement, and this was nothing more than gesture politics.7 

However, this debate stretches further than this, and reflects the idea that there are people 

who deserve or do not deserve to represent their nation. As the tournament proceeded, 

                                                 
3 Jessica S.R. Robinson, “Tackling the anxieties of the English: searching for the nation through football,” 

Soccer & Society 9, no. 2 (2008); 219. 
4 Tom Gibbons, English National Identity and Football Fan Culture: Who Are Ya?, (Surrey: Ashgate, 2014), 7. 
5 Joe Coleman, “TOUGH STANCE Gareth Southgate confirms England players will take the knee at Euro 2020 

and says his squad ‘don’t want to give oxygen to those who chose to boo them,’ talkSPORT, June 5, 2021,  

https://talksport.com/football/890837/gareth-southgate-squad-boo-england-players-knee-euro-2020/.  
6 William Pugh, “MORE BOOING SHAME Fans boo England players taking the knee against Romania after 

Southgate vows to continue despite Austria backlash,” The Sun, June 6, 2021, 

https://www.thesun.co.uk/sport/football/15182119/fans-boo-england-players-taking-knee-romania-southgate/.  
7 Claudia Williams, “The meaning of taking the knee,” July 16, 2021,  

https://www.tortoisemedia.com/audio/the-meaning-of-taking-the-

knee/?utm_source=instagram&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=the-meaning-of-taking-the-knee.   

https://talksport.com/football/890837/gareth-southgate-squad-boo-england-players-knee-euro-2020/
https://www.thesun.co.uk/sport/football/15182119/fans-boo-england-players-taking-knee-romania-southgate/
https://www.tortoisemedia.com/audio/the-meaning-of-taking-the-knee/?utm_source=instagram&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=the-meaning-of-taking-the-knee
https://www.tortoisemedia.com/audio/the-meaning-of-taking-the-knee/?utm_source=instagram&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=the-meaning-of-taking-the-knee
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players were celebrated for their success, but when they failed at the final game against Italy, 

players that were judged not to be performing to standard were sent abuse over social media 

– all those that were judged as failures were black men. Bukayo Saka, Marcus Rashford and 

Jadon Sancho all missed their final penalties, and these were the men whom the abuse was 

directed towards.8  

 

Therefore, this thesis is informed by these considerations and argues that the Euros 

2020 reflected that English nationalism produces a particular kind of moral citizenship. This 

is the type of citizenship that needs to be earned, and is delineated by imagined cultural-

boundary markers of English identity.  These cultural boundary markers are a complicated 

entanglement of religion, race and mythology that have emerged over a long history in 

England, as well as with England’s involvement in countries around the world.  

 

Using an intersectional lens, this thesis will explore how the discourse surrounding 

the England team progressed over the tournament. There are several factors in the discussion 

of English football, such as religion, race, class and gender, as well as the historical events 

that are relevant in the shaping of English identity and nationalism. To only consider one of 

these factors would provide a distorted picture, as each factor is of great importance. The 

term intersectionality was popularized by Kimberlé Crenshaw, and whilst this was 

specifically in relation to black women and marginalized groups, the key features are widely 

applicable. Her key message is that ‘race, gender, and other identity categories are most often 

treated in mainstream liberal discourse as vestiges of bias or domination’ and that identity 

politics ‘frequently conflates or ignores intragroup differences’.9 Therefore, intersectionality 

offers a way of ‘mediating the tension between assertions of multiple identity and the 

ongoing necessity of group politics’.10 This allows us to recognize that the categories which 

are important for analysis, such as ‘race or gender’, but also class and religion, are ‘socially 

constructed’, but that ‘is not to say that that category has no significance in our world’.11 

These categories ‘have meaning and consequences’ and the most significant thing to identify 

is the ‘particular values attached to them and the way those values foster and create social 

hierarchies’.12  

 

This thesis will focus on the Tweets from elected officials, former and current 

footballers, the official @England twitter account, and high-profile journalists. The method 

of discourse tracing analysis will follow the discussions at a number of intersecting levels. 

Using a range of voices will build up a reliable trace of the events. This will allow for 

identification of key messages of significance, myths, symbols, and narratives in the 

discussions about race and English football. The predominant focus is on politicians, as 

Twitter is used by 90.9% of British politicians as a way of communicating with the public.13 

All tweets used have a minimum amount of 1690 likes, which is the average number of likes 

on tweets globally.14 Twitter has become an important part of the newscape in recent years 

                                                 
8 Sam Cunningham, “Rashford, Saka and Sancho subjected to ‘thousands’ of abusive messages after England’s 

defeat to Italy,” iNews, July 13, 2021, https://inews.co.uk/sport/football/rashford-saka-sancho-england-fans-

racism-1102082.   
9 Kimberle Crenshaw, “Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics and Violence against Women 

of Color,” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (1991): 1242.  
10 Ibid., 1296. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid.,1297. 
13 “Politics Social,” accessed 30 January, 2022, https://www.politics-social.com/.  
14 “The Twitter Engagement Report 2018,” Mention, accessed 30 January, 2022, 

https://mention.com/en/reports/twitter/ 

https://inews.co.uk/sport/football/rashford-saka-sancho-england-fans-racism-1102082
https://inews.co.uk/sport/football/rashford-saka-sancho-england-fans-racism-1102082
https://www.politics-social.com/
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and plays an important role in shaping public discourse and opinion, as it facilitates quick 

communication with a variety of users.15  

 

Using discourse tracing analysis from this seven-week period will follow a range of 

voices and build up a reliable trace of the events. This will answer this overarching, key 

question:  

 

What is the relationship between religion, race and identity in contemporary English 

nationalism?  

 

This will be answered through five sub-questions, with each chapter exploring one 

sub-question. Chapter 1 will examine the role of religion and race in national identity and the 

creation of cultural boundary markers that delineate moral citizenship. This will also explore 

the core concept of moral versus formal citizenship. Therefore, the first sub-question will be: 

 

What is the relationship between religion, race and national identity? 

 

The second sub-question relates to the historical relationship between religion, race and 

identity in historical English nationalism. The second sub-question is: 

 

What has been the relationship between religion, race and identity in historical English 

nationalism? 

 

The third sub-question will focus on methodological and ethical concerns when researching 

religion, race and identity: 

 

How should the relationship between religion, race and identity be analysed? 

 

The fourth sub-question will focus on the manifestations of English nationalism during the 

Euros 2020. It will ask: 

 

How did the relationship between religion, race and identity in contemporary English 

nationalism manifest during the 2020 European Football Championships? 

 

The final sub-question will discuss the implications of the findings laid out in chapter four. 

These findings will be related to existing research on the concepts of religion, race, identity, 

English nationalism and historical conceptions and events. This will also explore new 

developments that have developed with modern technology, such as the proliferation of 

social media.  

 

 The overarching argument presented is that there is a specific type of Englishness that 

is accepted. A journalist for the Spectator, Charles Moore, summed this up in 1991 by stating 

‘Britain is basically English speaking, Christian and white, and if one starts to think it might 

become basically Urdu speaking and Muslim and brown, one gets frightened’.16 Despite this 

being stated decades ago and in a small, right-wing paper, this is reflective of the ‘British 

                                                 
15 Julian Ausserhofer & Axel Maireder, “National Politics on Twitter, Structures and topics of a networked 

public sphere,” Information, Community & Society 16, no. 3 (2012): 294, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2012.756050.  
16 Amir Saeed and Daniel Kilvington, “British-Asians and racism within contemporary English football,” 

Soccer and Society 12, no. 5 (2011): 603, https://doi.org/10.1080/14660970.2011.599581.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2012.756050
https://doi.org/10.1080/14660970.2011.599581
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press’s general approach to questions of asylum and immigration’.17 His view of the fear over 

the ‘erosion of the perceived ‘indigenous’ national culture … echoes an imminently nostalgic 

vision of England and thus promotes a model of the nation’s identity that reflects historical 

yearning’.18 

 

The players of the England team disrupted the status quo through their decision to 

‘take a knee’ as this was a move determined by some to be non-English whilst representing 

England. This was initially scrutinised by many from the dominant insider group – those who 

are ‘English-speaking, Christian and white’19 - but as their success grew, the dominant insider 

group granted praise and extended moral citizenship to the footballers. However, the fact that 

three young, black, men – Bukayo Saka, Marcus Rashford and Jadon Sancho - were held 

responsible for England losing the match and missing out on being the winners of the Euros 

2020 highlighted how this moral citizenship can be rescinded. The abuse they received 

following the loss reflects the argument that they were only temporarily seen as belonging to 

England in both a formal and moral way, and their moral citizenship was rescinded when 

they were judged to have let down the nation. This framework, as well as historical 

conceptions of religion, race and English nationalism, will be further explored in the 

following chapter.  

  

  

                                                 
17 Saeed and Kilvington, “British-Asians and racism within contemporary English football,” 604. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
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Chapter One: What is the relationship between religion, race and 

national identity?  
 

To answer the research question ‘what is the relationship between religion, race and 

identity in contemporary English nationalism?’ it is important to begin with an exploration of 

national identity and nationalism, and its relationship with religion and race. This will then be 

related to the concept of formal versus moral citizenship to highlight how the relationship 

between race, religion and nationalism manifests in notions of belonging and not belonging. 

 

National Identity  

 

The term national identity is defined as ‘the maintenance and continuous reproduction 

of the pattern of values, symbols, memories, myths, and traditions that compose the 

distinctive heritage of nations and the identification of individuals with that heritage and 

those values, symbols, memories, myths, and traditions’.20 It is thought that the ‘symbols and 

traditions that anchor our identities - whatever those might be - are a fundamental human 

need’.21 The concept of the nation is defined as ‘a named human population occupying an 

historic territory and sharing common myths and memories, a mass public culture, a single 

economy and common rights and duties for all members’.22 In imagining the nation, it ‘can 

be grasped as a ‘sacred communion of citizens’, a felt and willed communion of all those 

who assert a particular moral faith and feel an ancestral affinity. Its sacred properties help to 

create cohesive national identities and engender a sense of national self-confidence and 

exclusivity’.23  

 

The term nationalism is both a theory and a practice. In theory, the term means that 

‘each ‘nation’ should have its own ‘state’’.24 This means that ‘one’s own ethnic or national 

tradition is especially valuable and needs to be defended at almost any cost through creation 

or extension of its own nation-state’.25 This is something that ‘can empower large numbers of 

ordinary people’ as it provides a way for people to advance the ‘interests of its own ‘nation-

state’’.26 Nationalism is also most prevalent when people of the nation or a specific ethnicity 

feel threatened, but it can also ‘be stoked up’, likely under ‘the guise of an imagined threat or 

grievance’.27 

 

There are several key components of the nation. The first are the people, who are ‘not 

just an imagined political community, but a willed and felt communion of those who assert a 

moral faith and feel an ancestral affinity’.28 There is also the ‘‘sacred territory’, its historic 

and ‘inalienable’ homeland’.29 These have ‘acquired greater sanctity’ as ‘secularisation has 

become more common’ as ‘the transfer of awe and reverence from the deity and his or her 

                                                 
20 Anthony D. Smith, “The ‘Sacred’ Dimension of Nationalism,” Millennium: Journal of International Studies 

29, no. 3 (2000): 796, https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298000290030301. 
21 Afua Hirsch, Brit(ish): On Race, Identity and Belonging (London: Jonathan Cape, 2018), 312.  
22 Smith, “The ‘Sacred’ Dimension of Nationalism,” 796. 
23 Ibid., 792.  
24 Adrian Hastings, The Construction of Nationhood: Ethnicity, Religion and Nationhood (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1997), 3. 
25 Ibid., 4.  
26 Ibid.  
27 Ibid.  
28 Smith, “The ‘Sacred’ Dimension of Nationalism,” 803. 
29 Ibid., 807.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298000290030301
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‘church’ to the location of the shrine and its worshippers, for here all the members participate 

equally by virtue of being ancestrally related to the territory in question’.30 Additionally, 

‘golden ages’ are important to the nation. These are episodes of ethno-history which have 

come to appear as ‘canonical’ or ‘high periods’ for later generations of the community. In the 

case of England, the ‘golden ages’ are events such as World War Two, and the British 

Empire. These events are considered to ‘embody the inner or true virtues of the community 

and fulfil its vision of its own glory’.31 Therefore, they ‘serve as models and guides for future 

action, and a mirror for the nation’s destiny’.32 These periods of ‘golden ages can restore its 

identity to a community and create a feeling of collective exaltation, of the extraordinary, 

thereby showing it how it can renew and transcend itself.’33 Finally, the idea of ‘national 

sacrifice’ and the ‘glorious dead’ are important in the nation. This is a focus because ‘the 

symbols and ceremonies of the cult of the glorious dead, which have become so central to the 

celebration of the nation, mingle feelings of awe and pride, piety and purification, grief at the 

loss of loved ones, and a determination not to forget their heroism’.34 However, this is also 

because ‘they turn people’s minds away from the futility of war and the waste of mass death. 

Instead, they dwell on the cleansing role of self-sacrifice in the destiny of the nation, the need 

for each generation to emulate its glorious ancestors and noble predecessors, and the 

importance of solemnly rededicating the present generation to the sacred communion of the 

nation and its destiny.’35 

 

Religion 

 

 Religion has many different definitions. The definition and conceptions are shaped by 

history, and therefore responds to different needs, pressures and questions. This ranges from 

the idea that religion is ‘the belief in Spiritual Beings’, as stated by Edward B Taylor,36 to 

Johnathan Z. Smith’s statement that ‘religion is solely the creation of the scholar’s study’, 

and therefore has no existence outside of academia.37 However, other definitions see religion 

in different ways. The definition used in this thesis was created by Durkheim and defines 

religion as ‘a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, 

things set apart and surrounded by prohibitions - beliefs and practices that unite its adherents 

in single moral community called a church.’38 This definition is used because it is applicable 

in different contexts, but emphasises that ‘religion must be something eminently collective’39. 

Additionally, different societies will have different myths and rituals that are important at 

different times, so it is not a prescriptive view of religion.  

 

Historically, religion has been ‘not only at the centre of society but also marked the 

centre of life in that society from marking the times of day (ringing bells or mullahs calling 

for prayer), the yearly calendar (festivals and saints’ days) to providing education and 

                                                 
30 Smith, “The ‘Sacred’ Dimension of Nationalism,” 807. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 808. 
34 Ibid., 809. 
35 Ibid., 809. 
36  Edward B Tylor, Primitive Culture, (New York, NY: Harper (The Library of religion and culture), 1958 

edn), 5. 
37 Jonathan Z. Smith, Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jonestown. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1982), xi. 
38 Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Carol Cosman (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2001 edn), 46. 
39 Ibid. 
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learning (schools and universities), health and welfare (alms houses or monastery 

hospitals)’.40 Religion and culture are tied together, as many ‘cultures tend to derive from a 

religion or have a religious core to them and from these we acquire our own identities as we 

acquire a specific culture, which in turn often reflects a specific set of relations and so makes 

religion a vital part of us and our identity, who we are’.41 

 

The role of religion in the world, and more broadly in national identity and inter-

national order, is often disregarded and ‘unseen’.42 Religion in the modern day is often 

considered in ‘simple superficialities such as church attendance or wearing a veil’.43 This, in 

part, is due to the system of secularism. Casanova considers there to be three elements 

essential in the development of modernity: ‘(1) the increasing structural differentiation of 

social spaces resulting in the separation of religion from politics, economy, science, and so 

on; (2) the privatization of religion within its own sphere; and (3) the declining social 

significance of religious belief, commitment, and institutions’.44 In the modern day, 

secularism ‘does not simply insist that religious practice and belief be confined to a space 

where they cannot threaten political stability or the liberties of "free-thinking" citizens. 

Secularism posits a particular conception of the world ("natural" and "social") and of the 

problems generated by that world.’45 Therefore, religion has not been ‘squeezed out the frame 

of a secularising modernity’, but it has ‘re-emerge[d] within it in new guises’.46 It is 

important to state for this case that ‘customs and rituals of national commemorations, 

holidays and festivals, elections, (vocal) music, sport, and the cult of the glorious dead … 

create the closest bond and arouse the most fervent collective emotions’.47   

 

Race  

 

The concept of race, as we know it today, stems from the end of the eighteenth and 

the middle of the nineteenth century.48 As European colonial expansion continued throughout 

the world, there was an understanding by Europeans that they were superior to those they 

were encountering around the world.49 Today, modern society understands race in terms of 

skin colour as this is ‘the most obvious distinction between ‘races’ although there is nothing 

in human biology that suggests that humanity should be divided on grounds of skin colour.’50 

This follows the idea that there is an ‘organic belonging of specific people, territories and 

states that in effect excludes and racializes all “Others”.’51  

 

When researching and writing about race, much of the focus is on blackness. 

However, ‘‘whiteness’ is an invisible construct, so its presence has become regarded as 

                                                 
40 James Dingley, “Sacred communities: religion and national identities,” National Identities 13, no. 4 (2011): 

390. 
41 Ibid., 397. 
42 Smith, “The ‘Sacred’ Dimension of Nationalism,” 814. 
43 Dingley, “Sacred communities: religion and national identities,” 397.  
44 Talal Asad, “Religion, Nation-State, Secularism,” in Nation and Religion: Perspectives on Europe and Asia, 

ed. Peter van der Veer and Hartmut Lehmann (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 178.  
45 Ibid., 185. 
46 Smith, “The ‘Sacred’ Dimension of Nationalism,” 811. 
47 Ibid., 813. 
48 Saeed and Kilvington, “British-Asians and racism within contemporary English football,” 603. 
49 Hirsch, Brit(ish), 312.  
49 Smith, “The ‘Sacred’ Dimension of Nationalism,” 796. 
50 Saeed and Kilvington, “British-Asians and racism within contemporary English football,” 603. 
51 Ibid. 
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invisible, normal, neutral even’.52 There is a lack of desire to focus on whiteness as whiteness 

has been ‘centralized forever, so they’re no longer interested in making it the subject’, but 

this centralization has been intentionally done to ‘continue its dominance, and it’s never been 

the object of inquiry to understand ‘its paranoia, its violence, its rage.’53 Additionally, ‘white 

history is seen as ‘history’, black history is seen as ‘black history’ – a specialist subject for 

those who wish to opt out of the mainstream.’54 This reflects how central and taken-for-

granted whiteness is: white people make up the dominant-group in England.  

 

In recent years, discussions around race and racism have become increasingly 

mainstream. This is seen in the global protests that began after the murder of George Floyd 

by a police officer in Minneapolis, USA.55 His murder was followed by growth of the Black 

Lives Matter movement in the US and around the world, expressed through protests and 

action on social media.56 These events unfolded in the UK a year before the Euros 2020, but 

since these protests began players had been taking the knee before games in their league 

matches.57  A statue of Edward Colston was toppled in Bristol, and ‘became a monument of 

national awakening to realities of black British history’.58 As a notable slave trader, he left 

much of his wealth to the city and is credited with the building of much of Bristol’s 

infrastructure, but as this statue had no reference to his role in slavery people had tried to 

correct this, but to no avail. The toppling of this statue was met with a variety of reactions: 

for instance, a group of mainly white men, referring to themselves as the Democratic Football 

Lads Alliance, went to London the day after the toppling of the Colston statue in what was 

referred to as an anti-Black Lives Matter protest in order to ‘protect Britain’s monuments to 

heroes’.59  

  

Just before the Euros 2020, it was decided by the England team they would ‘take the 

knee’ in solidarity with the global Black Lives Matter movement. The action of ‘taking the 

knee’ is continually misunderstood. Dominic Raab MP said it ‘seems to be taken from the 

Game of Thrones’, whereas others believe they are ‘kneeling to a Marxist ideology that 

would destroy capitalism’. 60 In fact, it was started by Colin Kaepernick, a quarterback in the 

NFL for the San Francisco 49ers. Taking the decision to take a stance against the racial 

injustice and police discrimination in the US, he at first decided to sit for the national anthem. 

However, as some people found that offensive, Kaepernick consulted a US Army Special 

Forces veteran and ex-NFL player on the most respectful way to protest.61 This was still met 

with anger from some people, including then US President Donald Trump, who said 
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“‘Wouldn’t you love to see one of these NFL owners, when somebody disrespects our flag, to 

say, ‘Get that son of a bitch off the field right now. Out! He’s fired. He’s fired!’'.62 

Kaepernick has not played since 2016. This gesture did continue and was used in the Black 

Lives Matters protests in 2020, after the killing of George Floyd. Many people are opposed to 

this gesture for various reasons. For instance, it has been tied to other political statements 

such as the promotion of Marxism and defunding the police.63  

 

A lot of the discussions on race are reflected in the idea of the ‘good immigrant’. 

Immigration is a concept closely linked to race through historical events, such as the legacy 

of the Empire. People with an immigrant/non-English heritage background often believe ‘we 

must be good, we must be grateful’, and despite being legally allowed to live in the UK 

unconditionally, it is felt that their ‘right to be here is somehow conditional upon good 

behaviour, gratitude and adequate displays of the intention to assimilate’.64 This is reflected 

in the decision to ‘take the knee’, both in England and the USA. This decision was taken with 

offence, specifically from white citizens, for a variety of reasons, but possibly because this 

was a way of separating white and black people. This was therefore taken as a display of a 

‘bad immigrant’: not appearing grateful and separating themselves from the in-group, and not 

integrating or assimilating. This reflects the idea that the concept immigration, and the people 

in the nation with a multi-heritage background, are often a ‘toxic scapegoat for the nation’s 

problems’ and often exploited by far-right politicians.65 The concept of the nation as an 

imagined community of people, residing on sacred land, with a common history of the 

‘golden ages’ has led to ‘a hardening of white identities, hell-bent on nationalism, insularity 

and the closing of borders and minds on the one hand, and a crisis of non-white identities on 

the other, which feel alienated and confused about belonging’.66 This idea of good and bad 

immigrants, as well as the confusion over belonging, are core ideas in the framework of this 

thesis: formal versus moral citizenship.  

 

Formal versus Moral Citizenship  

 

The concepts of formal and moral citizenship are key as a theoretical framework in 

this thesis. Citizenship has become moralised, and both dimensions are ‘important in 

understanding power configurations between the established and the outsider’.67 This 

theoretical framework is inspired by van Campenhout & Houtem in their work on theorizing 

deservedness of migrants in international football. Their focus is on the player Mesut Özil, a 

player eligible to play for both Turkey and Germany, although chose to play for Germany. 

Their essay focuses on legal nationality in international football, which they find sustains ‘a 

rigid ‘inter-state world view’.68 This contributes to the fact that the ‘determination of ‘who is 

‘we’ and who are ‘they’ … is dominantly bordered along national lines’, which means that 

‘there seems to be a crucial difference between formal and moral citizenship’.69 Their 
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framework finds that, in the realm of football but also in broader society, people with 

nationalities and heritages from outside of England are traditionally judged to be belonging to 

the nation in times of success. This means they are granted their moral citizenship by the in-

group, and therefore obtained contingent insider status. However, in times of failure, their 

belonging and loyalty to the nation can be scrutinised, and their moral citizenship withdrawn.  

 

Formal citizenship is granted by the government, and with that citizen has certain 

‘duties and obligations to a state and in return enjoys certain rights within the legal borders of 

that state’.70 This formal citizenship is separate to moral citizenship, which is ‘in line with 

Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of ‘social and cultural capital’– ‘the sum of accumulated nationally 

sanctified and valued social and physical cultural styles and dispositions (national culture) 

adopted by individuals and groups, as well as valued characteristics (national types and 

national character) within a national field: looks, accent, demeanour, taste, nationally valued 

social and cultural preferences and behaviour, etc.’’71 For ‘immigrants, or even the children 

of immigrants, to be recognised as fully ‘integrated’ members of the (national) society’ is 

very rare,72 and ‘formal and moral citizenship … can vary over time as well over different 

kinds of outsider groups’.73 This reflects the concept of the ‘good immigrant’: despite being 

granted formal citizenship and therefore being allowed to live in the country unconditionally, 

‘in the perceptions of others, our right to be here is somehow conditional’.74 It is up to actions 

of others, specifically the dominant in-group, to determine whether outsiders are seen as 

‘‘proper’ nationals’.75 Some people are ‘able to position themselves (and are recognised) as 

unconditionally belonging to the nation’, though this depends ‘on the positions a person is 

assigned on various markers of difference and sameness, most notably those of race, 

ethnicity, culture, nation and religion’.76 This reflects the importance of some concepts used 

largely throughout this thesis. Specifically, the concepts of religion and race are part of the 

cultural boundary markers that delineate moral citizenship.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has sought to provide an understanding of the formal versus moral 

citizenship framework, and an exploration of the concepts of religion, race, nationalism and 

national identity. Though traditional forms of religion have diminished, this does not mean its 

role in national identity has. There is a sacred dimension to the nation, which involves the 

people who are within the land and boundaries, and consider themselves to have a shared 

history and language, as well as culture.  These concepts are closely linked to the research 

question as this research has shown an interdependent relationship between religion, race and 

nationalism.  Therefore, this chapter has sought to provide an extensive background to situate 

further knowledge, which will in turn answer the research question ‘what is the relationship 

between religion, race and identity in contemporary English nationalism?’. 

  

                                                 
70 van Campenhout & van Houtem, “‘I am German when we win, but I am immigrant when we lose’”, 10. 
71 Ibid., 11. 
72 Ibid.,10.  
73 Ibid. 
74 Hirsch, Brit(ish), 283.  
75 van Campenhout & van Houtem, “‘I am German when we win, but I am immigrant when we lose’”, 12. 
76 Ibid.  



   

16 

 

Chapter Two: What has been the relationship between religion, 

race and identity in historical English nationalism? 
 

This chapter will seek to situate the formal versus moral citizenship framework 

specifically within the English context. This will be achieved through an analysis of cultural 

boundary markers that have developed over time, as well as examining a variety of historical 

events that influence English nationalism. This will begin with an exploration of the concept 

of citizenship, and determining who is typically considered the in-group and the out-group. 

This will then be followed by an examination of two major historical events – the British 

Empire and World War Two – and how these have impacted modern England, specifically in 

the way these have shaped perceptions about belonging and Englishness. There will also be a 

specific exploration of the role of religion in England, as well as mythology, and how this has 

developed historically and is relevant in the modern day. Finally, there will be a focus on 

football specifically, including the displays of nationalism and its history with dealing with 

racism. This chapter will help to situate what constitutes formal and moral citizenship, and 

why this is so. It will also reflect the fact that English identity is very interconnected with a 

variety of factors, including religion and race, and how this identity has shifted over time.  

 

Citizenship in England  

 

 The framework of formal versus moral citizenship framework differentiates between 

two distinct forms of citizenship and this chapter will further explore the events that have 

shaped the view of moral citizenship. A lot of the history of England has created a perception 

that ‘different groups are perceived to be (and made to feel) more or less national than others’ 

within a ‘delimited national territory’.77 There is a group of people ‘who are able to position 

themselves (and are recognised) as unconditionally belonging to the nation’, and therefore 

‘are recognised and belonging… have a more settled sense of identity, and access to whatever 

benefits the in-group accrues, but are also able to make judgement about the status of other 

people’.78 Through treating citizenship as a ‘possibility instead of an actuality’, it becomes a 

virtue, and a ‘mechanism of in- and exclusion of the nation-state’.79 The core issue is the 

‘sense of control or agency’, but this dynamic has been referred to as essential as by 

differentiating the ‘other’ allows for establishing the ‘in-group as a coherent entity’ and this 

boundary establishes a ‘homely space in which those who “belong” can feel secure’.80  

 

In the case of England, the ‘insiders’ are white, English-speaking and Christian. 

Despite decades of immigration and interaction with other nations, this sense of English 

‘identity and place is seen to be under threat from a seemingly powerful “other” that has 

arrived “here” in the past forty years’.81 These ‘undomesticated “others” pose’ a threat to 

‘previously taken-for-granted practices, objects and social spaces’, and there are attempts to 

‘reassert the dominant group’s identity’.82 In other words, these debates around immigration 

reflects the idea that “Our’ culture belongs ‘here’ within the bounded homeland, whilst the 
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culture of ‘foreigners’ belongs ‘elsewhere”.83 Immigration to the UK has happened for a 

variety of reasons over previous decades, but much has come with Britain’s interaction with 

the world through the British Empire. This was especially prevalent since World War Two 

created a large employment gap, the majority of which was filled by people from Britain’s 

Empire.  

 

The British Empire 

 

The relationship between religion, race and identity in English nationalism cannot be 

understood without analysing the history and relevance of the British Empire. At its height 

Britain ‘ruled over 25% of the world’s land area from London’.84 In 1950 the Empire 

‘covered large tracts of Africa, South Asia, Australasia and the Americas’ and was a ‘major 

source of raw materials and food, and … was integral to British national identity’.85 The 

growth of the Empire, combined with the way World War Two was perceived, which will be 

explained shortly, led to the decision to not join the European Coal and Steel community.86 

This was due to the fact that this would cut Britain off from their Empire, and what they 

considered ‘the disutility … and because of their longstanding discomfort with continental 

entanglement’.87 Additionally, this decision was ‘product of the utter peculiarity of recent 

British events’, namely the perceived success during World War Two and the reliance on the 

British Empire.88 

 

The Empire has shaped ‘the constitution of self and other’ which ‘has often been 

defined in relation to colonisation, and there is a large body of work that has demonstrated 

the degree to which racial categories have informed debates around national belonging’.89 

The history of race and black people in England and Britain is not widely known, being 

‘erased … and even disputed despite more than fifty years of archival discovery’.90 There is 

not the space in this thesis to discuss the full history, but there is a ‘widespread 

misconception that black history began with the coming of that one ship’ (the Windrush).91 

This makes it appear that ‘black British history is exclusively a history of black settlement in 

Britain, rather than a global story of Britain’s interaction with Africans on three continents’ 

through trade, slavery, and colonization.92  

 

Historical events influence modern decisions. The British Empire was built on the 

idea of ‘the inferiority of non-white, non-Christian, non-Europeans’, and this has been an 

‘underlying ideology’ for generations of people.93 The history of colonialism in the UK has 

also been linked to the decision to leave the EU. It was argued that ‘England has been 
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‘forgotten’ and unfairly submerged, with the belief that Britain is, or should be, the ‘greatest 

nation on Earth’’.94 Therefore, the vote drew ‘on deep reservoirs of imperial longing in the 

majority population’.95 This discussion was ‘made more alluring precisely through the 

erasure of the racist underside of the actual Empire project of yesteryear’ and focusing on the 

ideals and nostalgia which suggested ‘how great Britain can be in the future, but also to 

invoke warm collective memories of a now lost world where Britain was the global hegemon 

of the capitalist world economy’, in the ‘glory days of economic, political and cultural 

superiority, where everything from ships to spoons were marked with a Made in Britain 

stamp.’96 A large crux of the Brexit arguments focused on immigration, positioning 

immigration from the EU as a ‘security threat to the British population.’97  

 

By leaving the EU, there was a belief that ‘we could also restrict the entry of such 

“undesirables” and make Britain safe again.98 This increased violence against those perceived 

to be non-British – in the four weeks after the referendum, ‘more than 6,000 racist hate 

crimes were reported to the National Police Chiefs Council’.99 These attacks ‘made little 

attempt to distinguish between black and brown citizens and white European migrants – in 

their eyes, they were all outsiders.’100 The majority of these attacks happened in England, and 

the most frequent targets were Eastern European migrants, Muslims, black people and Jewish 

people.101 People were attacked for speaking a foreign language, or for presumptions on their 

right to be in the country.102  

 

This speaks to the concept of heritage, and who deserves to be classified as English or 

British. In the perception of the in-group used in this thesis, the phrase ‘English-speaking, 

Christian and white’ make up the core ideas.103 This definition does create questions. For 

instance, many of the migrants from the EU would fulfil these criteria, but to many would not 

be considered to belong. If they were to have children who grew up in the UK, the children 

would perhaps be eligible, which highlights that it is not necessarily essential to have English 

heritage to be considered English. Additionally, it could be argued that English-speaking also 

means an English accent, but as there are so many regional accents this would not be possible 

to consider. Therefore, this definition will not change to include consideration of English-

sounding or English-heritage, but it is important to note that people will vary in their 

conceptions of who belongs to England, and whether they want to belong.  

 

There is still a large amount of immigration to the UK, specifically from African 

countries, and the British African population has expanded. However, black workers in the 

UK are twice as likely to be in insecure types of employment; black people are more than 

twice as likely to be murdered; black people are three times more likely to be prosecuted and 
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sentenced than white people when accused of a crime.104 Blackness is ‘still associated with 

negative ideas – with crime and violence, poverty and underachievement, or migration from a 

dark continent’105 and ‘has become inextricably linked with class to assume ‘urban’ 

identities’, with undertones of an uncontrollable inner-city threat’.106 Government campaigns 

have targeted immigrants and there has been an increase in deportations of people who have 

lived in the UK for decades, or were born in the UK. Often, even though they lived legally, 

they ‘would be unable to provide the extensive documentation required under the new 

immigration laws’.107 This highlights that, despite having obtained their formal citizenship, 

immigrants and descendants of immigrants do not always feel secure in their belonging or 

identity. Any person who appears physically to not be white and Christian is assumed to be a 

‘bad immigrant’, or someone with no moral citizenship, until proven otherwise, as is 

reflected in the policing statistics and government campaigns. This messaging from formal 

institutions can spill over into the public, and means there is often a distance between the in-

group, and those who have a contingent status.  

 

World War Two 

 

Despite ending 77 years ago, World War Two has a large influence in English 

attitudes and culture, and is also key in understanding the relationship between religion, race 

and identity in English nationalism. The concepts of ‘national sacrifice’ and the ‘glorious 

dead’ that are important in the idea of the nation are reflected in common discourses about 

World War Two. In Britain, World War Two ‘seemed to confirm everything that was right 

and good about national institutions and habits’ and was seen as a war ‘fought between 

Germany and Great Britain and the British had emerged triumphant and vindicated’, which 

created a ‘quiet sense of pride at the countries capacity to suffer, endure and win’.108 By 

1945, Britain was insolvent, having ‘mobilized more completely, and for longer than any 

other country’ meaning rationing continued for longer than any other nation,109 but the 

British people were ‘remarkably tolerant of their deprivation’.110 In the media, documentaries 

and films of the time, there was a ‘celebration of Englishness, strongly coloured by shared 

recollections of suffering and glory in the recent war’ and ‘the country is presented .. as it 

truly stood in 1940: alone’.111 

 

There are constantly ways of remembering the sacrifices and the dead. For instance, 

annually on the 11th of November, there is a nationwide two-minute silence at 11am, the 

anniversary of the end of World War One and now used as a way to commemorate all those 

who have died in wars. Additionally, on Remembrance Sunday, also in November, there are 

large remembrance services at war memorials across the country, including one in London 

which is attended by the Royal Family and politicians, and is broadcast on national news. 

Many TV Presenters also wear red poppies pinned into their clothes for the weeks prior to 

Remembrance Sunday, as do much of the general population, with poppies being sold in 

schools, supermarkets and shops.112 Proceeds are donated to the British Legion, a charity that 

                                                 
104 Olusoga, Black and British, 525. 
105 Hirsch, Brit(ish), 160. 
106 Ibid., 150. 
107 Olusoga, Black and British, 528.  
108 Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe since 1945, 161.   
109 Ibid. 
110 Ibid., 163. 
111 Ibid., 163. 
112 Becky Morton, “Remembrance Sunday: Nation falls silent to remember the war dead,” BBC News, 

November 14, 2021, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-59280848.  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-59280848


   

20 

 

supports military veterans and their families.113 The large ceremonies and national 

celebrations, combined with permanent structures, reflect the emphasis placed upon ‘the 

symbols and ceremonies of the cult of the glorious dead, which have become so central to the 

celebration of the nation, mingle feelings of awe and pride, piety and purification, grief at the 

loss of loved ones, and a determination not to forget their heroism’.114 However, this is also 

because ‘they turn people’s minds away from the futility of war and the waste of mass death. 

Instead, they dwell on the cleansing role of self-sacrifice in the destiny of the nation, the need 

for each generation to emulate its glorious ancestors and noble predecessors, and the 

importance of solemnly rededicating the present generation to the sacred communion of the 

nation and its destiny.’115  

 

An additional important concept is the Blitz, or Dunkirk, Spirit. In the wake of any 

crisis in Britain the media and government will often refer to or invoke the notion of the 

‘Blitz Spirit’. The key idea is that British people can ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ and remain 

resilient ‘in the face of unexpected adversity’.116 From 1940-41, there were many attacks on 

people’s homes in the UK, known as the Blitz. A lot of propaganda was focused on the 

‘innate gumption of the British people’ and the ‘official rhetoric was of ‘taking it’, of 

‘keeping calm and carrying on’’’.117 The slogan ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ was created for a 

poster during the Second World War, and despite never being released, it captured the ‘core 

of Britain’s wartime stoicism’ and has ‘flourished’ in use over the last 75 years.118 There is an 

idea that it is better to have the rhetoric of ‘courage, resilience, and well-earned pride’ than 

‘language of trauma and victimhood’.119 For instance, before the final game against Italy, 

whilst reporting on an interview with Gareth Southgate, the England football team manager, 

the Spectator determined that ‘it was a kind of Blitz spirit that allowed his side to prevail over 

Germany in the round of 16’.120  In this interview, Southgate stated ‘people have tried to 

invade us and we've had the courage to hold that back. You can't hide that some of the energy 

in the stadium against Germany was because of that.’’121 This reflects the attention given to 

World War Two in broader society, as well as in football. This event has shaped conceptions 

about a variety of things, such as what constitutes a typically English attitude and approach to 

challenges, and how to perceive the people who died in World War Two, specifically. The 

people who died in World War Two are held up as an example of the glorious dead, and the 

period of the War years are an example of a time to be proud of.  
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England and Religion 

 

As a legally secular country, there is technically a separation between Church and 

State, which is considered ‘one of the foundational dimensions of Western secular 

modernity’.122 However, England does have an established religion, the Church of England. 

This means that England has historically been considered a ‘Christian Country’ – a sentiment 

that was asserted by two of the last Prime Ministers, David Cameron and Theresa May.123 

However, there is simultaneously a ‘growth in numbers of those identifying as being non-

Christian’ as well as a ‘decline in numbers of those choosing to identify as being Christian’. 

124 There has been a growth in the amount of people identifying with different religions in 

England, especially influenced by immigration. Many European societies are having to adjust 

to the ‘continued existence of religious communities in an increasingly secularized 

environment’.125 Moreover, there is an assumption that the secular and religious are very 

distinct and binary, yet in reality ‘the line between these political categories is far more 

blurred’.126  

 

There is still a sense that Christianity is not just a religion in the UK, but is perceived 

as part of the fabric of society.127 Religion is often used as a dividing factor amongst the 

population: some people emphasise the ‘“Judeo-Christian values”’ of the community, and 

contrast that to an ‘imagined other comprised variously of multiculturalists, Muslims, and 

secular cosmopolitans’.128 This highlights that religion is used in English society as a tool to 

identify those inside and outside of the mainstream group. As mentioned previously, when 

referring to the dominant insider group, there is a general assumption that the insider group 

will be ‘English-speaking, Christian and white’.129 These words were first written by Moore 

in 1991, yet they are extremely relevant today, particularly because of the way that the UK as 

a whole, and England specifically, has chosen to ‘ignore the country’s postcolonial reality 

and thus avoid the challenges which arise from the coexistence of groups of different ethnic 

and religious backgrounds in modern communities’.130 It is clear, though, that Christianity is 

declining in popularity: 1% of people aged 18-24 identify as Church of England, and the 

number of people identifying as Christian has fallen from 66% to 38% since 1983.131 The 

role of religion and Christianity is not irrelevant, however, as the English culture is still 

reflective of the Judeo-Christian values, such as an emphasis on the Christian holidays of 

Christmas and Easter. Therefore, whilst this thesis uses Moore’s statement of ‘English-

speaking, Christian and white’, this will become English-speaking, Christian/Secular and 

white, as people do not necessarily follow Christianity now, but do live in a secular society 

influenced by Christianity.   
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It is necessary to view and discuss secularism and race in connection because it is 

important to view the way they are intertwined. The system of secularism is positioned as 

neutral, but is still ‘managed by power and circumscribed by nonminority, that is, white, 

forces’.132 Race and secularism are entwined, as ‘whiteness is secular, and the secular is 

white’.133 The majority of work on secularization thesis has ignored the experiences and 

history of enslavement and colonization.134 Race, gender and sexuality are largely absent 

from the study of the secular.135 Therefore, the secular is situated as white, disembodied and 

European, but this is positioned as the given. This is reflective of the discussion of the in-

group: as Christianity is accepted as part of the culture in England, and the secular is so 

entwined with whiteness, this reinforces the acceptable in-group.  

 

English Mythology  

 

A final historical component to consider is that of mythology: the entanglement of 

race, religion and mythology have created cultural boundary markers of identity. The three 

lions have become a representative of the England team and have been worn on their shirts 

since the first international game against Scotland in 1872.136 The first to use the lion motif 

was Henry I, who was known as the Lion of England as there was a lion on his standard 

when he became King in 1100. He married a woman whose father had a lion on his shield, so 

it became two lions, and a third was added when Henry II married a woman who had a lion in 

her family crest. Richard the Lionheart (King from 1189 to 1199) used the three golden lions 

on a scarlet background as a symbol of the English throne, and it has appeared on the Royal 

Arms of every succeeding monarch.137 This emblem has been on the English football strip 

since 1872. Given its connotations and history, this ‘must be read politically as connotative of 

royalty in addition to its more overt communication of the qualities of power, bravery and 

courage’.138 The most famous football song is titled ‘Three Lions (Football’s Coming Home) 

by Baddiel and Skinner, a comedy duo, and was written for the Euros 1996, firmly cementing 

the association between the lions and English football in popular culture.  

 

The Euro 2020 tournament took place within the broader context of a turning point in 

British politics: the devolution of 1997 secured national governments for Wales, Scotland and 

Northern Ireland, affording each a ‘significant level of political autonomy’, and also meaning 

that ‘the Englishness of the football team rose in importance’.139 Up until then, England fans 

had used the red, white and blue Union Jack, but then switched to using the English flag - a 

red cross on a white background, St. George’s cross.140 By 2006, 10 million St George Cross 
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flags were bought by 27% of English adults.141 The increased display of flags helps to ‘foster 

an air of excitement and carnival that maximises both the levels of interest in sport and the 

support offered to the national team’ as well as a ‘symbol of a collective experience, of group 

identity’.142 There are, however, a few negative connotations with the St George’s Cross: 

when displayed not during a football tournament, many people associate this with far-right 

actors. It is considered that in the Euro 96 tournament, the St George’s cross was ‘reclaimed’ 

from a ‘minority of far-right-wing’ groups, like the BNP and the National Front.143 However, 

the flag is still considered ‘a source of menace when associated with crowds of drunken white 

men’ by some.144 However, the symbols such as the three lion’s emblem, the football songs, 

and the St. George’s cross are immensely important during international football 

tournaments. They have ‘the all-important qualities a distinct sense of collective identity’.145 

These symbols are important as they are a way of creating group cohesion as they give 

‘natives identity and unity and marks their distinction from geographically rival outsiders; it 

serves as a reminder of civic interconnectedness and dependence’.146 

 

English Nationalism as shown through Sport 

 

Sport is very relevant in England as, when played internationally by national teams it is some 

of the only representation that England has alone on the world stage. Cricket, rugby and football are 

extremely popular, and when played internationally by the national team.147 The English (as opposed 

to the British) have ‘few of the cultural or political trappings that have come to be associated with 

the nation’148 and therefore ‘English identity is the least precise of all the domestic nationalisms’ 

within the UK.149 Therefore, football is essential in articulating an English identity - it has been 

written that it ‘is difficult to specify anything, other than war and royalty, which articulates national 

identity quite so powerfully as the England team competing in the latter stages of a … 

competition’.150  

Sport is considered ‘central in symbolizing a nation’s identity’ and ‘assumes a heightened 

political status in standing in for a particular image of the nation.’151 Sportsmen representing their 

state are ‘primary expressions of their imagined communities’ as ‘the imagined community of 

millions seems more real as a team of eleven named people’.152 The focus on the national football 

team during a tournament ‘creates an amusing and carnivalesque feeling of seemingly innocent 

togetherness’ as it makes ‘the imagined community, the ‘we’ of the nation feel ‘real’, at least for 

                                                 
141 Lorraine Brown, Steve Richards & Ian Jones, “Sojourner perceptions of the St George Cross flag during the 

FIFA 2010 World Cup: A Symbol of Carnival or Menace?,” International Review for the Sociology of Sport 49, 

no. 1 (2014): 103.  
142 Ibid., 104. 
143 Gibbons, “Contrasting Representations of Englishness During FIFA World Cup Finals,” 430. 
144 Brown, Richards & Jones, “Sojourner perceptions of the St George Cross flag during the FIFA 2010 World 

Cup,” 113. 
145 Kassimeris, “The Semiotics of European Football,” 195. 
146 Michael Serazio, “The Elementary Forms of Sports Fandom: A Durkheimian Exploration of Team Myths, 

Kinship, and Totemic Rituals.” Communication & Sport 1, no. 4 (2013): 304. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2167479512462017. 
147 Robinson, “Tackling the anxieties of the English: searching for the nation through football,” 219. 
148 Tom Gibbons, “English national identity and the national football team: the view of contemporary English 

fans,” Soccer & Society 12, no. 6 (2011): 874.  
149 Ibid., 876. 
150 Carrrington, “‘Football’s coming home’ but whose home? And do we want it?,” 102. 
151 Ibid. 
152 Eric Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992),  

143. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2167479512462017


   

24 

 

some time, provided of course that the national football team performs well.’153 This reflects the 

broader questions over who deserves to represent the nation: when the team are believed to be and 

positioned as representatives of the entire nation, their successes and failures are that of the whole 

community. Therefore, people are often proud and feel a togetherness of the nation in times of 

success, but disappointment and anger in times in failure. 

At times of major sporting events, this is ‘ “hot,” or overt nationalism’ as there are 

‘waved flags and success celebrated by millions’.154 The national press ‘make heroes of its 

(most likely male) sporting champions, and fervently celebrate most national victories.155 The 

‘citizens of a nation are continually reminded of their belonging to the imagined national 

community, whether this is through statements from politicians, symbols on coins, national 

flags, or simply by seeing a national flag hanging outside a public building’,156 and nowhere 

is ‘everyday nationalism more apparent for the masses than in the male sporting realm’.157 

This overt nationalism was present in the Euros 2020, as reflected by involvement from 

politicians from the beginning, as well as the celebration by many people of the team in times 

of success.  

 

English Football and Racism  

 

As the international football team is thought of as a representation of the whole community, 

there will inevitably be strong emotions in times of both success and failure. In the modern day, 

social media has made it considerably easier to communicate with people. Therefore, while racial 

chanting and abuse has declined in stadiums, social media abuse is increasing.158 Since the 2016/17 

Football League season, FIFA disbanded their ‘antiracism’ taskforce, claiming that the mission had 

been ‘completely fulfilled’ as football was considered to have entered ‘a new “post racial” era in 

which racism is no longer considered the norm or embedded within fan cultures’. 159 

However, this racial abuse is now happening in more ‘complex, nuanced and often covert 

ways that go under the radar of football authorities and beyond the capacities of anti-racist 

groups’.160 Before the internet, fans were only able to express their opinions at games or through a 

‘print fanzine… an often-humorous magazine-type publication written through supporters’ eyes, 

which was usually sold at every other home match’.161 Now, there are fan websites and discussion 

boards, and fans can communicate constantly and anonymously.162 A 2013 study showed that ‘80% 

of fans feel that social media allows for racist thoughts to be communicated in ways that were not 
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available 20 years ago’, because they can broadcast their thoughts ‘anonymously via smartphones 

and computers’.163  

This racism has been reported to be stoked by the British press, where issues are 

‘commonly written and spoken about in a tone which suggests anxiety over the erosion of the 

perceived ‘indigenous’ national culture - in Moore’s words, English-speaking, Christian and 

white’.164 Black people are often questioned, as both ‘spectators and players’, for their loyalty 

to the national team.165 This reflects the dominant group is supported by the press. Therefore, 

the dominant group is able to question the loyalty of those that are deemed to be judged to 

responsible to the ‘erosion’ of the dominant, English culture.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter sought to examine historically important events, as well as modern 

conceptions, that contribute to a greater understanding of English identity and nationalism in 

order to examine thoroughly the relationship between religion, race, and identity in 

contemporary English nationalism. This chapter has sought to explore these components in 

English history, while also highlighting that these components cannot be looked at in 

isolation. This began with an exploration of the conception of citizenship, specifically 

through looking at the formal versus moral framework. The historical events of World War 

Two and the British Empire are essential in understanding modern English identity as they 

have shaped many conceptions and are still referred to today. They represent a time when 

England views itself as having ruled the World, or stood alone against the enemy. The history 

of the British Empire has shaped many ideas about race and immigration, and World War 

Two has shaped ideas about English attitudes and heroes. These events are both frequently 

held up as ‘golden periods’ for the English nation specifically because they are times when 

English people defended their land, showed strength and were willing to sacrifice themselves 

for the good of the nation. English mythology was examined to understand the influence on 

existing symbols and signs, many of which are used to represent the nation year-round, but 

take on a special characteristic during English international sport tournaments.  Additionally, 

the relevance of religion was examined in the English context. There was also an examination 

of sport, specifically football, which is necessary within the context of this thesis. The 

intertwining and interconnectedness of all the above components is relevant in this 

exploration. Historically, we can see that the ‘insider’ group and the sense of belonging in 

England has been reserved for English-speaking white people, who are Christian, or secular. 

On occasion, people who do not fit this profile may be able to assert themselves as an insider 

using language, culture, and historical conceptions. However, people who do not fit the 

category of the dominant group are required to prove their loyalty to the nation, and will only 

be judged as belonging, or obtaining their moral and formal citizenship, in times when they 

are judged as being successful.  
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Chapter Three: How Should the Relationship Between Religion, 

Race and Identity be Analysed? 
 

In order to answer practically the research question ‘what is the relationship between 

religion, race, and identity in contemporary English nationalism’, this thesis will focus on 

discourse produced through online media, specifically through Twitter. This chapter will 

determine specifically how this was done, as well as addressing ethical concerns.  

 

Twitter has become an important part of the newscape in recent years and plays an 

important role in shaping public discourse and opinion. Twitter is a unique platform due to 

‘the speed, the public nature of communication and the manifold possibilities to link 

messages to users (@-mentions), external content (hyperlinks) and topics (hashtags)’ which 

has ‘attracted many different actors.’166 Due to its widespread use, it has ‘lowered barriers to 

participation’ in politics, with Twitter being used to ‘campaign, to coordinate protests and to 

disseminate and discuss news’.167 Politicians have been found to use Twitter predominantly 

for ‘campaigning, for self-promotion and to spread information rather than to engage in 

conversations’, and that their tweets ‘are often event-related and their numbers increase in 

proximity to those events’.168 Twitter is used to ‘spread and comment on the news’ which 

results ‘in a stream of information, opinions and emotions related to current events’ which is 

‘enabling citizens to maintain a mental model of news and events’.169 Therefore, ‘political 

conversations on Twitter can be viewed as spheres of communication’ where ‘not only are 

traditional political actors important, but new influencers also emerge, for instance, bloggers, 

activists and tech-savvy backbenchers’.170 

 

To examine the development of the discourse throughout the Euros 2020, a discourse 

tracing analysis will be used. Following the Discourse Tracing methodology, as outlined by 

LeGreco and Tracy, will allow for an examination of discourses at a number of intersecting 

levels: in this case, through accounts with a large public following, including elected 

politicians and current and former England footballers. Using a range of voices will build up 

a reliable trace of the events. This will allow me to find patterns, significance, myths, 

symbols and narratives in the discussions about race and English football. 

 

All tweets will be taken from public Twitter accounts, meaning they are open to anyone 

for viewing. These will not be anonymized, as they would be easily found. Ethical issues 

concerning using data in social research are focused on four themes, as separated by Diener 

and Crandall, which are: 

- ‘Whether there is harm to participants 

- Whether there is a lack of informed consent 

- Whether there is an invasion of privacy 

- Whether deception is involved’.171 

As the only information forming the analysis of the thesis is public tweets from notable 

figures, there is no invasion of privacy or deception involved. They have not consented 

                                                 
166 Ausserhofer & Maireder, “National Politics on Twitter,” 292. 
167 Ibid. 
168 Ibid., 293. 
169 Ibid., 294. 
170 Ibid., 294. 
171 Gerald Griggs, “Ethnographic Study of Alternative Sports by Alternative Means: List Mining as a Method of 

Data Collection,” Journal of Empirical Research on Human Research Ethics 6, no. 2 (2011):  86.  



   

27 

 

directly to being used in analysis of this thesis, but this would only be necessary when their 

behaviour ‘occurs in a private context’.172  

 

Tweets used in this thesis have been found using Twitter advanced search. I used this 

function to examine the tweets from political figures from the warmup games up until a few 

days after the end of the tournament. As 90.9% of British politicians use twitter, there was a 

large amount of potential for these actors to influence and comment on the discussions 

surrounding the tournament.173 Politicians accounts examined include the leaders of the 

major parties in England, the deputy leaders of the major parties, the Home Secretary and the 

Chancellor of the Exchequer, Nigel Farage (founder of the UKIP party), and the Mayors of 

different English cities. Following this, I used the advanced search function to examine the 

tweets from the 26 players who played in the England team in this tournament to see their 

tweets from this period. I also read each tweet throughout the tournament posted by the 

official England twitter account (herein referred to as @England) throughout the key dates. 

Additionally, I used the twitter advanced search function to search for tweets with key words. 

This included words such as ‘England’, ‘football’, ‘players’, ‘team’, ‘race’, ‘taking the knee’, 

‘Three Lions’ and ‘religion’. Many searches were done in the aim of not missing key tweets 

from other high-profile accounts. The tweets used provide a variety of perspectives from 

people across England. 

 

All tweets used have a minimum level of engagement as well as being from prominent 

accounts. Engagement is defined as a total number of times users interacted with a tweet, 

meaning any clicks, retweets, replies, follows, likes are counted.174 All tweets have a 

minimum amount of engagement of 1690. This is the average amount of engagement on a 

tweet, according to a Twitter report.175 This is for all tweets issued over a certain period of 

time, but there are not specific numbers of the average engagement for people with larger 

followings or in different sub-sections of users. Effort was made to determine a more detailed 

number related to the likes and engagements, on average and per party, from a British MP, 

but this information was unfortunately unavailable. The number of 1690 is therefore viewed 

as the minimum amount of engagement for a tweet to be classed as popular. However, the 

tweets used in this thesis range from around 2500 likes up to 1 million likes, so over the 

threshold for minimum amount of engagement.  This shows that tweets played a vital role in 

the discussion and progression of discourses as many people saw them, which could have 

influenced their opinions and conduct. 

 

Tweets were initially gathered and put into a document in chronological order, with 

headings to separate each into pre-game discussion and post-game discussion for each game. 

This allowed exploration of the progression of various discussions, and identification of key 

and repeated themes. Tweets were then coded to determine which key theme they were 

representing and were then organised according to popularity of theme. The following 

chapter, chapter four, features discussion of the seven main themes that became apparent 

through the use of the discourse tracing methodology. Chapter five then expands on the 

broader implications of these findings. This will be concluded in the final chapter, and 

possible further sites of exploration will be examined. 
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Conclusion 

 

This chapter sought to explain the way in which religion, race and English 

nationalism will be researched in the context of the Euros 2020. This was done through an 

explanation of LeGreco and Tracey’s discourse tracing methodology and Diener and Crandall 

ethical considerations, which is necessary in any methodology, but especially when using the 

words of real people. This methodology and ethical considerations are necessary to build an  

accurate picture of the progression of discourses over Twitter during the Euros 2020. 
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Chapter Four: How did the relationship between religion, race 

and identity in contemporary English nationalism manifest 

during the 2020 European Championships? 
 

 This chapter will chronologically follow the progression of England in the Euros 2020. 

This will allow for the exploration of the research question ‘what is the relationship between 

religion, race, and identity in contemporary English nationalism?’ in the context of a real-

world example. The following chapter will follow the discourses as they developed 

throughout the tournament. This allows for exploration of the progression of the framing of 

the England team, and the way their citizenship, Englishness and sense of belonging were 

framed.   

 

 As previously explored, football is important as a site of expression of identity. These 

take on religious and racial notions. For instance, in England, there have been arguments that 

football is filling an ‘enormous vacuum, a God shaped hole in our lives’ that has emerged 

alongside the decline in religion.176 There is a lot of religious language used, such as ‘the 

sacred turf’ or referring to stadia as ‘temples’ ‘that the “faithful” flock to’, as well as star 

players and managers being ‘worshipped’ and ‘resurrected’ when they return from injury.177 

Additionally, football grounds are ‘one of the largest public arenas in which racism can be 

openly expressed’.178 Often, black people are accepted if it is clear that they are supporting 

the same team as those they are around, but their ‘acknowledgement and racial inclusion are 

temporary and contingent’.179 Black players and fans can be both included and excluded  

simultaneously. For instance, fans and players can be in the stadium and cheering when 

playing well, but experience abuse such as ‘monkey grunts’ and throwing bananas.180 Black 

people are often seen as ‘contingent insiders’ and ‘‘white’ is defined as normal’.181 This 

speaks to the framework of formal and moral citizenship: people who are not English-

speaking, white and Christian/Secular are accepted conditionally, and any action that is not 

received well can result in the removal of moral citizenship, as well as abuse. 

 

 This was a very significant tournament for a variety of reasons. Specifically due to the 

timing, as the team were ‘walking onto the pitch against the backdrop of a contentiously 

negotiated Brexit, a poorly managed pandemic that’s left hundreds of thousands dead, and 

tense ongoing conversations about a society further split by poverty, racism, and 

homophobia.’182 Additionally, as England had not won an international football tournament 

since 1966, the further that England progressed, the more emphasis was placed on making 

history and the possibility of ending ‘55 years of hurt’ because England had ‘FINALLY 

reach[ed] first major tournament final since 1966’.183 
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 This chapter will follow the progression of the tournament through the different stages 

of the tournament. It will begin with an examination of the two warm up games which were 

held before the start of the official tournament. The second sub-section will examine the days 

immediately prior to the start of the tournament. This is a relevant point of analysis as this is 

when Gareth Southgate, the manager of the team, released an open letter titled ‘Dear 

England’. The third sub-section will analyse the group stage, in which England played 

Croatia, Scotland and the Czech Republic. This will be followed by analysis of the Round of 

16, the round where the top 2 teams from each group go through to play another random 

team: in this round, England played Germany. The fifth sub-section will focus on the Quarter 

Finals, in which England played Ukraine, followed by analysis of the Semi Finals, where 

England played Denmark. Analysis will end with a focus on the final against Italy and the 

resulting online abuse. This analysis will focus on the framing of the players throughout the 

tournament on Twitter, and the way this progressed throughout the tournament. This will be 

done through the focus on identity markers and the way that the discourse shaped the concept 

of moral citizenship for the players on the England team. This will allow for the practical 

answering of the research question ‘what is the relationship between religion, race, and 

identity in contemporary English nationalism?’  

 

Warm Up Games  
 

Prior to an international tournament, it is customary for teams to play ‘friendly 

games’, where the result does not have an impact on the main tournament, to warm up and to 

see how players, teamwork and tactics work on the pitch. The first friendly game was against 

Austria on the 2nd of June 2021. England won the game 1-0, with their one goal being scored 

by Bukayo Saka, his first senior international goal.184 The second game was against Romania, 

which again was one by England 1-0, on the 6th of June 2021. The goal was a penalty scored 

by Marcus Rashford, who was also the captain of the side. This was his first time captaining 

the England team, and the 100th goal of his career.185 

 

These were the first games where the England players ‘took the knee’ prior to 

playing. Some fans who were watching the game in person booed while the players were 

kneeling. However, other fans were supportive and applauded. This split in the fans prompted 

statements of support from the manager of the team, Gareth Southgate, and the FA. This was 

a pivotal moment in the tournament because it became clear that there would be very 

opposing views that would be relevant, but it also became an important topic of conversation, 

both for politicians, the team and ordinary English people.  

 

 These two opposing views were shaping very distinct discourses. On the one hand, 

there was a lot of celebration of the team and specific players. For instance, Bukayo Saka was 

repeatedly celebrated for his goal at the Austria game. His was commended by the @England 

page and described scoring a goal as ‘the moment I always dreamt of growing up’.186  

Additionally, there was celebration of Marcus Rashford as he captained the side against 

                                                 
184 Andy Baber, “England 1-0 Austria,” England Football, June 2, 2021, 

https://www.englandfootball.com/articles/2021/Jun/02/20210602-england-austria-match-report.  
185 Bradley West, “England 1-0 Romania,” England Football, June 6, 2021, 

https://www.englandfootball.com/articles/2021/Jun/06/20210606-england-romania-match-report.  
186 Bukayo Saka, Twitter, June 3, 2021, 12:05am, 

https://twitter.com/bukayosaka87/status/1400227150104571905?lang=en-GB.  

https://www.englandfootball.com/articles/2021/Jun/02/20210602-england-austria-match-report
https://www.englandfootball.com/articles/2021/Jun/06/20210606-england-romania-match-report
https://twitter.com/bukayosaka87/status/1400227150104571905?lang=en-GB
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Romania, and this was his first-time captaining. Additionally, he scored ‘100 goals for club 

and country’ during this game, so was similarly praised.187  

 

 Alongside this celebration, opinions were divided about the decision to ‘take the 

knee’. On the one hand, there was a lot of support for the decision. Manager Gareth 

Southgate conducted an interview in which he stated that ‘we are determined more than ever 

to take a knee in this tournament’. He expands that the experience that the players have had 

with racism is so immense that they are ‘sick of talking about the consequences of should 

they, shouldn't they. They’ve had enough’. He also emphasises that ‘they know the power of 

their voices. They know the fact they could make a difference’. This interview was broadcast 

by a major channel, Sky Sports News. Southgate ended the interview with a stipulation that 

he would not discuss the decision any further, and neither he nor the players would take any 

more questions on it throughout the tournament.188 There was a large amount of initial 

support from a variety of actors. Many Members of Parliament from the Labour Party – the 

main opposition – were supportive, as were former English footballers. For instance, a tweet 

from former footballer Gary Lineker received 198,500 likes for his statement ‘If you boo 

@England players for taking the knee, you’re part of the reason why players are taking the 

knee.’189  

 

 On the other hand, there was backlash to the decision. Conservative MPs did not post 

on Twitter, but two Conservative MPs made statements on Facebook condemning the 

decision – Lee Anderson MP, who stated he would not watch any games, and Brendan 

Clarke-Smith MP, who stated he would watch the games but not any of the pre- or post- 

match coverage.190 Other people were very vocal on Twitter, however, such as Nigel Farage. 

He quote tweeted the interview with Gareth Southgate, meaning he added his tweet in a link 

to the original tweet. He referred to the Black Lives Matter movement as ‘not only Marxist 

but divisive too’ and spoke for all England fans by saying they ‘will hate this, they just want 

to watch a game of football’.191  

 

                                                 
187 @England, Twitter, June 6, 2021, 9:21pm, https://twitter.com/england/status/1401635253555433473.  
188 “EURO 2020: Gareth Southgate says England determined 'more than ever' to take the knee after being met 

with boos,” Sky News, June 5, 2021, https://news.sky.com/story/england-determined-more-than-ever-to-take-

the-knee-at-euro-2020-after-being-met-with-boos-12325763.  
189 Gary Linekar, Twitter, June 6, 2021, 10:31am, 

https://twitter.com/garylineker/status/1401471779034574848?lang=en.  
190 Jessica Murray, “Tory MP to boycott England games in row over taking the knee,” The Guardian, June 6, 

2021, https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2021/jun/06/tory-mp-to-boycott-england-games-in-row-over-

taking-the-knee.  
191 Nigel Farage, Twitter, June 6, 2021, 2:01pm, https://twitter.com/nigel_farage/status/1401524686912200711.  

https://twitter.com/england/status/1401635253555433473
https://news.sky.com/story/england-determined-more-than-ever-to-take-the-knee-at-euro-2020-after-being-met-with-boos-12325763
https://news.sky.com/story/england-determined-more-than-ever-to-take-the-knee-at-euro-2020-after-being-met-with-boos-12325763
https://twitter.com/garylineker/status/1401471779034574848?lang=en
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2021/jun/06/tory-mp-to-boycott-england-games-in-row-over-taking-the-knee
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2021/jun/06/tory-mp-to-boycott-england-games-in-row-over-taking-the-knee
https://twitter.com/nigel_farage/status/1401524686912200711
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 This initial period of discussion before the start of the official tournament was 

extremely important as it set the tone for the following weeks. The positivity and praise 

shown towards players for their performance is expected when performing well, but when 

coupled with a debate characterized by a heated public debate about race and English 

identity, it created the circumstances for a divisive few weeks.  

 

‘Dear England’  
 

On the 8th of June 2021, Gareth Southgate wrote an open letter, titled ‘Dear England’, 

which was published online on the Players Tribune.192 As Gareth Southgate doesn't have a 

twitter account, this was an effective way of communicating with the public. As this was just 

after the warm-up games, but just prior to the start of the tournament, this time frame was 

also pivotal in the evolving discourses. Several interesting messages were presented by 

Southgate. He begins with a discussion of what it is like to represent your country, ‘in this 

shirt, you have the opportunity to produce moments that people will remember forever. You 

are part of an experience that lasts in the collective consciousness of our country.’ He also 

explores the concept of identity, and that ‘everyone has a different idea of what it actually 

means to be English’. He explains that his ‘sense of identity and values is closely tied to my 

family and particularly my granddad. He was a fierce patriot and a proud military man, who 

                                                 
192 Gareth Southgate, “Dear England,” The Players’ Tribune, June 8, 2021, 

https://www.theplayerstribune.com/posts/dear-england-gareth-southgate-euros-soccer.  

https://www.theplayerstribune.com/posts/dear-england-gareth-southgate-euros-soccer
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served during World War II’ which has meant Southgate ‘always had an affinity for the 

military and service in the name of your country’.193  

 

He also discusses how footballers ‘are role models’ and they ‘recognize the impact 

they can have on society’ but do not need to ‘just stick to football’. He describes it as the 

players ‘duty to interact with the public on matters such as equality, inclusivity and racial 

injustice, while using the power of their voices to help put debates on the table, raise 

awareness and educate’. Whilst discussing the decision to ‘take the knee’, he questions the 

value of the abuse players receive over social media, for instance, ‘why would you choose to 

insult somebody for something as ridiculous as the colour of their skin?’. He knows that these 

people are ‘on the losing side. It’s clear to me that we are heading for a much more tolerant 

and understanding society, and I know our lads will be a big part of that’. He knows that he 

and the team ‘will be judged on winning matches’ but really ‘there’s much more at stake than 

that. It’s about how we conduct ourselves on and off the pitch, how we bring people together, 

how we inspire and unite, how we create memories that last beyond the 90 minutes’.194  

 

The reactions to this letter were, again, rather mixed. Reactions from Labour Party 

were very supportive, whereas the Conservative Party ignored it. Leader of the Labour Party, 

Kier Starmer, seemed to endorse this letter when he tweeted it, along with the statement ‘This 

is England.’195 This again highlights the role that football has in politics: for an elected 

Member of Parliament to support the manager of the national football team so openly reflects 

the importance of football, but also the respect that Gareth Southgate has in his role.  

 

 
 

Despite not being a stage of the football tournament, this letter to the English public, 

combined with the reactions from others, represents not only the importance and 

entanglement of football in politics, but also in historical and present conceptions of identity, 

                                                 
193 Southgate, “Dear England,” https://www.theplayerstribune.com/posts/dear-england-gareth-southgate-euros-

soccer.   
194 Ibid.   
195 Kier Starmer, Twitter, June 8, 2021, 9:19pm,  

https://twitter.com/keir_starmer/status/1402359612326678530?lang=en.  

https://www.theplayerstribune.com/posts/dear-england-gareth-southgate-euros-soccer
https://www.theplayerstribune.com/posts/dear-england-gareth-southgate-euros-soccer
https://twitter.com/keir_starmer/status/1402359612326678530?lang=en
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the role of England in the international community and the debate surrounding the way that 

racial differences are dealt with in England. This chapter has sought to further establish the 

connection between religion, race, and identity in contemporary English nationalism at the 

very beginning of the tournament.  

 

Group Stage 
 

The group stage is the first round of the European championships. Each qualifying 

team is randomly split into six groups, with four teams per group. In the same group as 

England was Scotland, Czech Republic, and Croatia. Therefore, each team played three 

games. Each win is worth three points, each draw is worth one point and each loss is worth 

nothing. At the end of the games, two teams with the most points from each group go through 

to the next round.  

 

Just before the start of the Group Stage the ‘Queen’s Birthday Honours’ list was 

released. This is a list of people who demonstrate extraordinary efforts in a variety of fields. 

In the 2021 list, released on the 11th of June, two footballers were listed. Jordan Henderson 

was awarded an MBE for services to charity, and Raheem Sterling was awarded an MBE for 

services to racial equality in sport.196 Marcus Rashford was awarded an MBE a year 

previously, in October 2020, for services for vulnerable children.197 All three players received 

a large amount of support and recognition, including over Twitter and in the press.  

 

The first game was against Croatia, at Wembley Stadium in London. England won the 

game 1-0, with the only goal being scored by Raheem Sterling. This was the first time 

England had ever won the first game of the Euro tournament.198 The day after this first game 

against Croatia, more focus was granted to the political side of this tournament. Firstly, a 

spokesperson for Prime Minister Boris Johnson stated that ‘fully respects the right of those 

who choose to peacefully protest and make their feelings known’, but when it came to the 

decision to ‘take the knee’ the Prime Minister was reportedly ‘more focused on actions rather 

than gestures.’199 Secondly, Priti Patel MP, the Home Secretary, referred to the decision of 

the England players to ‘take the knee’ as ‘gesture politics’, and said spectators had the right 

to choose whether or not to boo this.200 These were both said in interviews, and therefore not 

on Twitter, but the Labour party used this as an opportunity to compare the ideas of ‘gesture 

politics’ to what they saw as gesture politics as performed by the Conservative Party – such 

as the thanks levelled towards the National Health Service during the Covid-19 pandemic, 

but not increasing the pay of the staff.201 

 

                                                 
196 Cabinet Office and the Rt Hon Boris Johnson MP, “The Queen’s Birthday Honours List 2021,” Gov.uk, 

accessed January 30, 2022, https://www.gov.uk/government/news/the-queens-birthday-honours-list-2021.  
197 Adam Marshall, “Rashford ‘Honoured and Humbled’ to Receive MBE,” Man United, October 9, 2020,  

https://www.manutd.com/en/news/detail/marcus-rashford-reacts-to-being-awarded-an-mbe.  
198 Paul Eddison, “England 1-0 Croatia,” England Football, June 13, 2021, 

https://www.englandfootball.com/articles/2021/Jun/13/20210613-england-v-croatia-match-report.  
199 Paul MacInnes, “Boris Johnson refuses to condemn fans booing England taking the knee,” The Guardian, 

June 7, 2021, https://www.theguardian.com/football/2021/jun/07/boris-johnson-refuses-to-condemn-fans-

booing-england-taking-the-knee.  
200 Darren McCaffrey, “The Home Secretary said “we should learn from history, not rewrite it”,” GB News, June 

14, 2021, https://www.gbnews.uk/news/priti-patel-taking-the-knee-is-gesture-politics/105544.  
201 Angela Rayner, Twitter, June 14, 2021, 10:23pm, 

https://twitter.com/angelarayner/status/1404550023573016582?lang=en-GB.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/the-queens-birthday-honours-list-2021
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The second game was against Scotland, again at Wembley Stadium in London. This 

game ended in a nil-nil draw, meaning that no team scored a goal and both teams received 

one point.202 There was a lot of suspense and coverage for this game, specifically because it 

was against Scotland, so as neighbours, they are also considered rivals. Many famous faces 

from both sides of the border were in attendance. There was again a lot of positive words 

about the team. For instance, the Mayor of Manchester stated ‘they [the England squad] seem 

to me to be great ambassadors for what we should be all about as a country’.203  

 

                                                 
202 Peter White, “Three Lions Held by Auld Enemy,” England Football, June 18, 2021, 

https://www.englandfootball.com/mens-senior-team/fixtures-results/2021/20210618-england-scotland-match-

report.  
203 Andy Burnham, Twitter, June 18, 2021, 7:33pm,  

https://twitter.com/andyburnhamgm/status/1405956790882390023.  
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https://twitter.com/andyburnhamgm/status/1405956790882390023
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The third and final game of the group stage was against the Czech Republic, again at 

Wembley Stadium in London, on the 22nd of June. Having won one game and drawn the 

other, it was mathematically clear that England would be going through this group stage into 

the next round, no matter if they won, drew or lost this game. However, the same excitement 

and discourse was continuing. This game was won by England 1-0, as Raheem Sterling 

scored the winning goal.204 There was a lot of praise levelled at individual members, such as 

Saka, as an image of him shaking hands with Southgate was tweeted with the caption ‘What a 

performance from this guy!’205  

 

                                                 
204 Andy Baber, “Three Lions Top Euro Group,” England Football, June 22, 2021, 

https://www.englandfootball.com/mens-senior-team/fixtures-results/2021/20210622-czech-republic-england-

match-report.  
205 @England, Twitter, June 22, 2021, 9:46pm, https://twitter.com/england/status/1407439997872005128.  
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This section sought to highlight the discourses that were emerging and continuing 

throughout the group stage – the first stage in the Euros 2020. It was still a divided time, and 

football was being used to convey political messages. This again reflects the importance that 

this tournament took on: not only was it characterized by intense debate over the decision to 

‘take the knee’, but this expanded into other areas. The tournament was used as a vehicle to 

highlight the issues within the National Health Service, for instance. 

 

The group stage of the Euros highlighted other important discussions, such as who 

deserves to be a representative of England. Many people positioned this team as an excellent 

representation of England. It is interesting in the first place that so many people had an 

opinion on this: as the England football team, they are of course in a position to represent 

England on a global scale. However, the debate is over whether they are a good 

representation outside of football. With the proliferation of social media and the way that the 

debate about taking the knee unfolded, this team were gaining global recognition.  

 

Despite the prevailing debate and political messaging, there was still a large audience 

focused on the football. The celebration of the players based on their skill is rather standard 

during an international tournament when the team are playing well. However, it is notable 

that so much emphasis on the footballing ability was being placed upon two of the players 

who would later go on to miss the penalties at the final: Bukayo Saka and Marcus Rashford. 

While Saka predominantly received praise over Twitter, Rashford was receiving it on a more 

national scale. He was awarded an MBE for his services to vulnerable children a year prior to 

the Euro 2020, but had continued to do a lot of charity work, led multiple campaigns to 
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provide food to children and topped the Sunday Times Giving List.206 This has afforded him 

a lot of popularity, as evidenced by his cover on Vogue magazine, and three portraits of him 

hanging in the National Portrait Gallery.207 At this point in the competition, some people had 

not yet accepted the players’ moral citizenship, emphasising the fact they had contingent 

outsider status by refusing to accept the decision to ‘take a knee’, ignoring the football, or 

complaining that footballers should stick to football.  

 

Round of 16  
 

After finishing at the top of their group, with two wins and one draw, in the group 

stages, England went on to the ‘Round of 16’. This is the top two teams from each group, 

who play other top teams, until eight go onto the next round, the quarter finals. The game 

against Germany, again at Wembley Stadium, was won by England by two goals to 

Germany’s zero. The goals were scored by Raheem Sterling and Harry Kane (the England 

Captain).208  

 

For winning this game, players were referred to as ‘heroes’ and there was a large 

amount of celebration. Celebration from the Labour Party continued. One example is David 

Lammy’s tweet in which he celebrated by waving an England flag in front of Wembley 

stadium, captioned by the words ‘No one’s telling me I’m not English today’.209 Somewhat 

surprisingly, however, support for the England team also started to appear from the 

Conservative Party, who at this point had not posted anything of support on Twitter. Prime 

Minister Boris Johnson posted images of himself watching the Germany game multiple 

times, the first of which is with his wife, Carrie Johnson, sat on a table in their home in 

London with the football on the TV, and captioned ‘Come on England!’ followed by the St. 

George’s cross emoji.210 It is not entirely clear what caused this sudden support, but he 

remained supportive over Twitter for the remainder of the tournament.  

                                                 
206 Howard Lake, “Marcus Rashford is the youngest person to lead The Sunday Times Giving List,” UK 

Fundraising, May 26, 2021, https://fundraising.co.uk/2021/05/26/marcus-rashford-is-the-youngest-person-to-

lead-the-sunday-times-giving-list/.  
207 Edward Enninful, “Marcus Rashford & Adwoa Aboah Lead An Inspiring Army of Activists On Vouge’s 

September Cover,” Vogue, August 3, 2020, https://www.vogue.co.uk/news/article/september-2020-issue-

editors-letter.  
208 Tom Harle, “Sterling and Kane Fire England Through,” England Football, June 29, 2021, 

https://www.englandfootball.com/mens-senior-team/fixtures-results/2021/20210629-england-v-germany.  
209 David Lammy, Twitter, June 29, 2021, 4:12pm, 

https://twitter.com/davidlammy/status/1409892440337702914.  
210 Boris Johnson, Twitter, June 29, 2021, 6:00pm, 

https://twitter.com/BorisJohnson/status/1409919708107845633?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweete

mbed%7Ctwterm%5E1409919708107845633%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fw

ww.indy100.com%2Fviral%2Fboris-johnson-matt-hancock-twitter-euro2020-b1874983.  
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 This game against Germany was important not only because of progressing in the 

tournament, but also because of the history between England and Germany. Firstly, a clear 

historical event is the World Wars. Prior to the match, the FA warned England fans that they 

were not to sing any anti-German songs, such as the children's song ‘Ten German Bombers’ 

which makes fun of German casualties during World War Two.211  The fact that there was an 

expected anti-German sentiment reflects that discrimination in English football runs deep and 

is not limited to black players and fans, but also other nations as well.  

 

Secondly, in addition to the War talk, there is another reason for the focus on this 

game against Germany specifically. At the European Championships 1996, Gareth Southgate 

missed an important penalty against Germany. Sadiq Khan, Mayor of London, also tweeted 

to celebrate Gareth Southgate following a recent trend looking at ‘How it started’ in 

comparison to ‘How it’s going’, which has usually been used to show a ‘glow up’, a big 

change from how things were in the past.212 This tweet compared Gareth Southgate 

immediately after missing the penalty against Germany in the Euro in 1996, compared to him 

celebrating with the crowd after the win against Germany by the team he manages.213  

                                                 
211 Conor Clark, “England fans threatened with ban if they sing anti-German song,” Express, June 25, 2021,  

https://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/1454582/england-v-Germany-fans-threatened-ban-euro-2020-uefa-fa.   
212 Sadiq Khan, Twitter, June 29, 2021, 6:54pm, https://twitter.com/sadiqkhan/status/1409933312643186689.  
213 Sam Cunningham, “Gareth Southgate penalty miss: How Euro 96 heartbreak against Germany made England 

boss the man he is today,” iNews, June 29, 2021, https://inews.co.uk/sport/football/gareth-southgate-penalty-

miss-germany-euro-96-england-manager-1074779. 
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 This ‘Round of 16’ was important for a variety of reasons. As the Prime Minister now 

seemed to support the England team, there was a shift in the discourse created and 

perpetuated by the Conservative Party. This created and legitimised the support for the 

football team for many people and opened the feeling of success to the wider public, whilst 

putting the debate over the decision to ‘take the knee’ towards the back of people’s minds.  

 

 Interestingly, this round also spoke to historical events and concepts of English 

identity. This win put an increased focus on the leadership of Gareth Southgate as this game 

was seen as a vindication moment and legitimized his role as Manager. In terms of football, 

England beat the West German side in 1966, which is England’s only ever victory at an 

international tournament. World War 2 is often a factor when England play Germany. 

Germany won international football tournaments in 1970, 1990 and 1996, and a popular 

chant from England fans was ‘two world wars and one world cup’.214 Additionally, prior to 

the England v Germany game in 1996, there was an article in the Daily Mirror titled 

‘ACHTUNG! SURRENDER!’.215  

 

However, many sources predicted that the game between the two in the Euros 2020 

would be friendly as the rivalry between England and Germany is not as great as it once was. 

Despite this, there was still an air of apprehension as there a belief that sport can be a 

reflection of warfare, as explained by Orwell. There is a possibility that by ‘sending forth a 

team of eleven men, labelled as national champions, to do battle against some rival team, and 

allowing it to be felt on all sides that whichever nation is defeated will ‘lose face’’, and 
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therefore international football can be considered ‘war minus the shooting’.216 There has been 

a rivalry for many years. It was clear that the FA was concerned about anti-German sentiment 

as they issued a warning, but there is no record of anyone being removed for singing or 

chanting anything anti-German. However, the historical rivalry in war and football meant that 

this victory was very important.  

 

 This victory legitimizes the team and their actions, as they are now seen as successful. 

As England have not won an international tournament since 1966, the progression against a 

German side was a significant moment and highlighted to many people that this could be the 

year to win again. Through discourses that focused on historically important factors in 

English identity, this stage of the tournament was important in determining the relationship 

between religion, race, and identity in contemporary English nationalism.  

 

Quarter Finals  
 

On the 3rd of July, the England team won against Ukraine. This game was played at 

the Stadio Olimpico, in Rome. England scored four goals, whereas Ukraine scored zero. The 

four goals were scored by Harry Kane (who scored two), Harry Maguire and Jordan 

Henderson.217 There was a lot of celebration of this win on twitter, The @England account 

tweeted about how this game was the ‘first time the #ThreeLions have scored four in a major 

tournament knockout game since 1966’.218 

 

Support from politicians continued. For instance, just before the game, the Prime 

Minister tweeted a video of himself supporting the FA Respect Campaign, where he signed a 

‘huge @England fan in support’ of the initiative. He goes on to say that ‘discrimination has 

no place in football, and we want to ensure a fun and inclusive environment for everyone’.219 

He signed his name to a massive England flag that had been laid out in the street outside of 

his home and offices in London. Other notable politicians tweeted, including Angela Rayner, 

deputy leader of the Labour Party. Her tweet stated ‘Thoughts with Lee Anderson tonight, 

you’ve missed a cracker mate’.220 Lee Anderson is the Conservative MP who stated he would 

boycott the games as long as England were taking the knee. Despite her tweet being positive 

about the game – referring to it as a ‘cracker’, meaning a brilliant game – there is also an 

element of political point scoring as this tweet served as a reminder to people that there were 

Conservative MPs who were very against the team, and now may be considered foolish to 

miss all this success.  

 

Finally, the celebration was not just limited to politicians and the @England account, 

but celebrtities sent their congratulations too. For instance, famous former England 

footballer, current TV pundit and face of the Walker’s Crisp Brand Gary Lineker tweeted that 
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he is ‘very proud’ of the team, and they are ‘credit to themselves, their families, their sport 

and their country, both on and off the pitch’.221  

 

 
 

 

Many people agreed with the sentiment of Lineker’s tweet and the belief that the team 

represent more than football. The celebration and pride in these men goes beyond just the 

players, but also to their families, who are a credit to ‘their sport and their country’. By 

positioning them as a strong representation of England, this shows that many people see their 

moral citizenship as secure. By not only performing well at the football, but also by taking a 

stand against racism and using their platforms to help vulnerable people, they are all seen as 

model citizens.  

 

Semi-Finals 
 

The semi-final game against Denmark was at Wembley Stadium, in London. England 

won this game 2-1, as Denmark scored an own goal (so one goal was awarded to England, 

but an England player did not score it), and Harry Kane (Captain) also scored.222 Prior to the 

game, there was a lot of excitement, especially as the last time the England team had got to 

an international semi-final was 1996. This anticipation was echoed by Raheem Sterling in 

this tweet showing a cartoon version of the England team, arms linked, walking up to 

Wembley Stadium, flanked by England fans, and a lion mascot. This image is captioned 

‘Together as one’ followed by a love heart and an England flag emoji. He also uses the 

hashtag #BoyFromBrent.223  
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Sterling regularly refers to himself as the ‘BoyFromBrent in his tweets. Brent is the 

borough of London where he grew up, as well as where Wembley stadium is situated. This 

reflects that he still sees himself as just an ordinary boy who did well to represent his country, 

but this is also important as he immigrated to England from Jamaica as a child and has 

spoken about the way the media talk down and disparage him for his heritage. He was born in 

Jamaica, but after his father was killed in a gang turf war when Sterling was two, he and his 

family moved to England. The media has been accused of being racist in their description of 

Jamaica: in the Times on the day of the quarter-final against Ukraine, a headline referred ‘to 

the violent Jamaica streets he left aged 5’.224 This perpetuates the stereotypes associated 

between black people and violence.225 He has discussed how he blames the media for 

‘fuelling racism’ against him and other black footballers – Phil Foden (a white player in the 

Euro 2020 for England) was described as a ‘starlet’ who bought a ‘new £2 million home for 

his mum’ but when Sterling bought a house his headline was ‘Young Manchester City 

footballer, 20, on £25,000 a week splashes out on mansion on market for £2.25million 

despite having never started a Premier League match’. 226 This contrast in language facilitates 

and encourages hatred from fans, and he felt calling it out was essential for future players. 

Repeatedly referring to himself as the #BoyFromBrent emphasises his Englishness. Whilst 

highlighting that he considers himself just a boy from London, but juxtaposing this to playing 

at Wembley, arguably the most famous place in Brent, this shows how far he feels he has 

come. 
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There was, inevitably, a lot of celebration once the game was over. For instance, 

player Jordan Henderson tweeted images of a celebration after Harry Kane scored a goal and 

tweeted the words ‘Not much else to say about this group!! We kept fighting till the end. One 

more game to go!’ followed by a lion emoji, a St. George’s cross emoji, and a love heart 

emoji.227 There was also a lot of celebration for Gareth Southgate again. Additionally, there 

was thanks extended to the fans, with the @England football account tweeting ‘We’ve done 

this together’ followed by a love heart emoji, and ‘Thank you so much for your support 

tonight’, followed by four images of fans celebrating the goals and result.228  

 

A tweet from Sunday Times Journalist, Hannah Al-Othman, featured a video of ‘boys 

at a local Muslim school celebrating Harry Kane’s goal last night’, and added the phrase ‘It 

fills my heart that national football is now for everyone’.229 There was a lot of celebration at 

this result and further progression, and this implies that it is this tournament when it became 

for everyone, but that brings up questions such as who did they feel it was for before now, 

and what has changed in this tournament to encourage these people to watch it, did they not 

watch it before? This tweet is reminiscent of the cricket test from 1990, designed by 

Conservative MP Mr. Tebbit. To be officially integrated, immigrants had to be able to cheer 

‘for the England side in a match in which England is playing one’s country of origin’.230 It is 

probable that this tweet was meant in good faith to show that some Muslims do support 

English football, as there may have been doubts previously. There are doubts about the 

loyalty and belonging of Muslims to the nation of England: a study found that 35% of people 

in the UK believe that Islam is a threat to the British way of life.231 Additionally, 32% of 

people believe there are ‘non-go’ areas which are dominated by sharia law and which non-

Muslims cannot enter in Britain.232 Even though this game was against Denmark, it reflects 

that people are surprised and impressed to see this group of young Muslims support England. 

This reflects their moral citizenship could be granted in this instance as they are shown to be 

assimilating.  
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Additionally, support was once again extended by the Conservative Party. Priti Patel 

MP, Home Secretary, tweeted an image of her wearing an England shirt and celebrating a 

goal, captioned with the words ‘Just brilliant. Well done #Three Lions. Football’s coming 

home’ followed by the England flag emoji.233 This was referred to as hypocritical by some 

people. For instance, Diane Abbott, a Labour MP, referred to Patel as a ‘hypocrite’. She 

quote tweeted Patel’s original tweet with the statement ‘This is the woman who refused to 

condemn people booing the same England team for taking the knee.’234  

 

This stage of the tournament reflected the highest excitement yet. This was the 

furthest that England had got in a tournament since 1996, and the large number of goals 

highlighted that this was a team who were good enough to play in the final. Through an 

increase in MPs supporting the team, their moral citizenship expanded. This is because the 

MPs legitimized the fact that this England team is not only a valid representation of the 

nation, but something to be proud of and celebrated. The celebration from a variety of 

politicians who had previously appeared to see this England team as an illegitimate 

representation of the nation highlights how football was so popular in this period, and to not 

be seen supporting the team could have been a missed opportunity. This stage emphasised the 

nature of belonging to the imagined community of English people as many English people 

were seen to be celebrating the achievements in person and online, reflecting the idea that the 

success of the team was just as much a success of the English population. People seemed to 

not discuss the decision to ‘take the knee’ as much – these discussions did not necessarily 
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seem to matter to people as long as the team was being successful. Therefore, there was a 

focus on the progression and celebration of the team.  

 

Final  
 

After winning against Denmark, England went through to face Italy at the finals, held 

at Wembley Stadium, London. Both teams scored one goal each during the 90-minute game, 

which meant the game went to extra time, and then as no one scored, to penalties, where Italy 

scored 3 and England scored 2. Italy won the tournament, and England came second.235 This 

game was immensely popular, and was the most watched TV event in the United Kingdom 

for 24 years.236 

 

In the run-up to the game there was a large amount of excitement. Due to the high 

scoring game against Ukraine, there was a general belief that England could win this game. 

Many good luck messages were sent to the team, including from Prince William, who 

tweeted a video message with the phrase ‘the nation is behind you’.237 Also, a message was 

sent by the Queen. This letter was tweeted by the Royal Family twitter account and included 

that she was sending her ‘good wishes for tomorrow with the hope that history will record not 

only your success but also spirit, commitment and pride with which you have conducted 

yourselves’. Her message also included reference to the World Cup win in 1966 when she 

was ‘fortunate to present the World Cup’ to the team, and ‘saw what it meant to the players, 

management and support staff to reach and win the final’.238 This focus on history is also 

reflected in many other tweets. The @England team account tweeted a video with the caption 

‘Time for history. Time for heroes. COME ON ENGLAND!’ followed by the England flag 

emoji.239 Additionally, Nigel Farage, who had been very vocal in his criticism of the England 

team, specifically their decision to ‘take the knee’, tweeted an image of himself at Wembley 

stadium for the final. Wearing a waistcoat in the style of the St George’s Cross, he tweeted 

‘Oh, great day. Come on England!’240 This was a notable turn, and he was reportedly met 

with boos when he was inside the stadium, with some throwing bottles at him.241  

 

Similarly, this tweet by Zarah Sultana, a Labour MP, again highlights political 

division between the Conservative and Labour parties. Despite many Conservative MPs 

seemingly changing their stance on the England football team to supportive throughout the 

tournament, Lee Anderson MP continued to boycott the games. However, he did state he 

would ‘check his phone for updates’. This clearly shows an interest in the tournament, but a 

refusal to feel truly involved. Sultana asks, ‘how much must he dislike anti-racism to skip the 
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first England final in 55 years?’ followed by a mind-blown and clown emoji.242 This reflects 

a focus on the history making element of this stage of the tournament, as well as highlighting 

the unusual stance he is taking. It is clear that he still cares about the game, so has accepted 

them on some level as a representation of England, but refuses to concede that the decision to 

‘take the knee’ is in anyway secondary to the football.  

 

 

 

 
 

This section sought to highlight the reaction in the run-up to the final. There was a 

clear sense of excitement that this could be a historical event. Political division was also 

evident as there was a focus on the Conservative MP who declined to watch the game, which 

was seen as irrational for such an important event. This build-up arguably created a large 

pressure-cooker for the team: if they were to win, they would be celebrated as heroes. As 

there was so much emphasis on winning and making history, however, there was inevitably 

going to be disappointment when the team did not live up to these large expectations. This is 

not a way of legitimizing the preceding racism but does reflect that even though moral 

citizenship was granted, it came with a large focus on making history and performing 

successfully. 

 

Aftermath of the Final  
 

Five penalties were taken by both teams, but England scored two and Italy scored 

three. The three that were missed for England were taken by black men - Marcus Rashford, 

Jadan Sancho and Bukayo Saka. Almost immediately after the final whistle blew at the final, 

there was a barrage of racist tweets directed at the players. Twitter has reported that their 

automated tools immediately took down 1622 tweets during the final and in the proceeding 

24 hours. Others were reported, and by the ‘14th July, 1,961 Tweets had been removed 

proactively following the Final, with a total of 126 removed from reports.’243 Whilst Twitter 

is a global platform, the vast majority of racist tweets came from UK accounts, and 99% of 

the accounts suspended for racist abuse were identifiable directly to a person.244 Despite the 
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racist abuse, it is interesting to note that ‘the word “proud” was used more often on the day 

following the Final than on any other day this year, as people expressed their support for the 

England team.’245 Additionally, a petition was set up immediately to ‘Ban racists for life from 

all football matches in England’, and at the time of writing, 1,266,598 people have signed 

it.246 

 

The @England account was very active immediately after the loss against Italy. The 

@England account retweeted the FA statement on discriminatory abuse, which ‘condemns all 

forms of discrimination’ and states that they have been ‘appalled by the online racism that 

has been aimed at some of our England players on social media’.247 The England twitter 

account adds that they are ‘disgusted that some of our squad - who have given everything for 

the shirt this summer - have been subjected to discriminatory abuse online after tonight’s 

game’.248 There was a large amount of praise focused on what the team had accomplished. 

This praise was also evidenced by the @England account, who tweeted a cartoon-like image 

of the three players who missed a penalty, Sancho, Saka and Rashford. Sancho and Rashford 

have their heads in their hands. Their shadows are lions, representing their strength, but also 

their belonging to the nation.249 The ‘Three Lions’ icon is very important in English football 

as it is the badge, but also dates back to Richard the Lionheart and other Kings who used the 

Lion emblem to show their courage and strength in battle. 
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All three players issued statements over Twitter in the following days. All three of 

these players included a picture of themselves, standing alone, immediately after missing the 

penalty.250 Sancho and Rashford signed off their statements with their initials and their 

playing number, signing it JS7251 and MR10252 respectively. They all apologized for their 

missed penalty, as well as discussed their own personal history with their English identity, as 

well as racist abuse they received. Additionally, they all thank those who have been positive 

and shown their support for the individual players and the team. Aside from these three 

players, many other players in the England team issued statements over Twitter. Many 

included their pride in the team and their achievement in getting as far as they did. Many 

players also defend Saka, Rashford and Sancho, and their disgust with the racist abuse they 

received, especially when they put themselves in a position of stress after having represented 

their country and made history.  

 

There were, again, politicians involved at this point. For instance, Nicola Sturgeon, 

First Minister of Scotland, stated that the England team are ‘a credit to their country, to sport 

                                                 
250 Bukayo Saka, Twitter, July 15, 2021, 4:20pm, 

https://twitter.com/bukayosaka87/status/1415692762708680717.  
251 Jadon Sancho, Twitter, July 14, 2021, 5:33pm, 

https://twitter.com/sanchooo10/status/1415348669809823751.  
252 Marcus Rashford, Twitter, July 12, 2021, 8:46pm, 

https://twitter.com/marcusrashford/status/1414672529717964807?lang=en.  
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and to basic decency’.253 Green MP Caroline Lucas tweeted her commiserations to the team, 

as well as the statement ‘thank you Gareth Southgate for showing what leadership based on 

respect, humility, graciousness & truth can deliver’.254 As a vocal critic of Johnson, this 

message was echoed by many who saw Southgate’s example of leadership as true and good, 

in stark contrast to that of Johnson. Angela Rayner tweeted her support of the team, including 

their on and off the field action. This included ‘Marcus Rashford wouldn’t need to campaign 

to feed children if the government didn’t leave them to go hungry. The England players 

rightly take a knee because they are victims of racist abuse. Black Britons don’t need to prove 

themselves to anybody.’255 These tweets and their popularity reflect the debate on race and 

moral citizenship: there is a consensus that they should be celebrated for what they have done 

over the past few weeks. 

 

Messaging from the Conservative Party followed a similar message of condemning 

the racist abuse and praising the players, but this was not entirely consistent, and much of it 

was met with criticism. Johnson tweeted a video of himself discussing the racism in the 

House of Commons, stating ‘We are working closely with the football authorities and the 

police to ensure we can track and take action against online abusers and will ban them from 

football grounds in the same way we would if they had committed these offences on our 

street’.256 Andrew Rosindell MP tweeted that ‘We are all proud of our England team, who 

have had the support of the whole country over recent weeks, but please focus of (sic) 

football, not politics. If you win for England, you win for everyone’.257 Finally, Home 

Secretary Priti Patel tweeted ‘I am disgusted that @England players who have given so much 

for our country this summer have been subject to vile racist abuse on social media. It has no 

place in our country and I back the police to hold those responsible accountable’.258  

 

One person who considered Patel’s message as hypocritical was Tyrone Mings, an 

England player, who tweeted this reply. A lot of the Conservative messaging focused on the 

responsibility that fell to social media companies, and how they should be doing more to 

ensure this racist abuse is either not possible or tracable to people. However, Mings accuses 

the Conservatives, particularly Patel, for legitimizing the abuse. His tweet states ‘You don’t 

get to stoke the fire at the beginning of the tournament by labelling our anti-racism message 

as ‘Gesture Politics’ & then pretend to be disgusted when the very thing we’re campaigning 

against, happens.’259  
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This section focuses on the climax of the Euros 2020. This entire chapter sought to 

further explore the research question and the relationship between religion, race and identity 

in contemporary English nationalism by exploring these relationships during the 2020 

European Championships. After weeks of debate about the decision to ‘take the knee’, an 

increased political focus on the tournament and a large amount of celebration and praise, the 

tournament ended in an unfortunate way, but as the players described, this was not 

unexpected for them. The decision to ‘take the knee’ in a move to highlight racial abuse 

seemed very relevant by the end of the tournament and highlighted to many people the reality 

of being a black person in England. This highlights how, when performing well, those on the 

England team with multi-heritage backgrounds were afforded a large degree of moral 

citizenship. They were judged to be successful representations of the nation. However, this 

was conditional. The words of criticism of the decision at the beginning of the tournament, as 

well as the focus on the team as heroes and history makers, had highlighted the conditional 

nature of these players. This speaks to important concepts used in this thesis. As mentioned 

previously, nationalism refers to the belief that ‘one’s own ethnic or national tradition is 

especially valuable’, and is especially present in times of crisis, but this can be ‘under the 

guise of an imagined threat’.260 The strong emphasis placed on distinguishing the insider 

group from the contingent outsiders can be seen as resulting from multiple historical events 

and conceptions of English identity, but also the way politicians interacted with this England 

football team, through placing a large degree of emphasis on how wrong the team were for 

taking the knee, and this could not be undone with a week of celebratory remarks and images. 

This accentuated the threat of this movement, as well as black players, to the in-group, which 

was seen through an attempt to reassert dominance and abuse players, moving them outside 

of the in-group and denying their moral citizenship. 

                                                 
260 Hastings, The Construction of Nationhood: Ethnicity, Religion and Nationhood, 4. 
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Chapter Five: What are the implications of the preceding analysis 

for our understanding of the relationship between religion, race 

and identity in contemporary English nationalism?  
 

The above research highlights how important football is in the construction of English 

identity and nationalism. Football is a microcosm of the broader society, so this research also 

tells us a lot about contemporary English nationalism. This chapter will expand on the 

implications of the analysis focused on the Euros 2020 in the broader context of English 

nationalism, as well as in academia and previous research. This will establish how the 

research influences the relationship between religion, race and identity in contemporary 

English nationalism.  

 

 The main framework of formal versus moral citizenship has been essential in 

understanding the treatment of the players who missed the penalty, but also the way that 

belonging and citizenship are understood in England. As mentioned previously, this is a 

pivotal time in English politics: Brexit has created and expanded discussions of these topics, 

as has the increase of deportations, which has meant many people who came to the UK from 

the Commonwealth between 1948 and 1973 have been deported, despite the majority coming 

legally. This reflects the fact that citizenship is now seen as a virtue, and not an actuality.261 

This is important because historical events, such as the British Empire, a constant stream of 

immigration, a popularisation of mythology and the Church of England have positioned the 

‘in’ group as white, Christian/Secular and English speaking. Immigration has continued, and 

while it may be debated, it is clear that it is needed in order for the ‘in’ group to remain – you 

can’t be an ‘in’ group if there is no ‘out’ group. Despite immigrants threatening what is taken 

for granted, this is necessary for the ‘in’ group to reassert their dominant identity.  

 

 This is what happened when the players faced racist abuse. After months of justifying 

the success of the players and their belonging to the nation, the ‘in’ group felt betrayed by 

those they had trusted to represent them. The core group of white, English speaking, 

Christian/Secular people decide who is in and who is out. It is true that all three players who 

missed their penalty were black and eligible to play for other nations – Saka for Nigeria, 

Rashford for St Kitts and Nevis, and Sancho for Trinidad and Tobago - but they are not the 

only ones eligible to play for other nations. Captain Harry Kane is eligible to play for the 

Republic of Ireland. Additionally, forward Jack Grealish and midfielder Declan Rice are 

eligible to play for Ireland, and both started their careers in the Republic of Ireland youth 

team.262 However, they have faced no abuse or questions of loyalty, highlighting they are 

accepted as representatives of England. This reflects that conceptions are changeable, as the 

‘Irish, who were once regarded as inferior as black people, have become ‘white’.’263  

 

 An important point of discussion in the idea of symbolism. The role of religion has 

often been ignored due to the logic that England is a legally secular country. However, 

religion and secularism are not distinctly separate, and their role in English identity and 

nationalism is underestimated. Traditional, Christian religion may have declined, but this 
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does not mean that religion is irrelevant. Many religious symbols, motifs and traditions were 

‘taken over and used by nationalists’, and ‘customs and rituals of national commemorations, 

holidays and festivals, elections, (vocal) music, sport, and the cult of the glorious dead that 

create the closest bond and arouse the most fervent collective emotions’.264 This is reflected 

in the above analysis: the sporting event of the Euros 2020 did create collective emotions, 

and the volume of both hateful and proud messages after the final reflects the fervent nature 

of these. Crucially, the tournament and discourses served as a reminder of belonging. 

Multiple tweets contained the St George’s cross emoji, whereas none included the Union 

Jack. Many tweets included images which included the flag – many images that featured the 

players and the crowds were littered with St George’s cross flags in the stadium. 

Additionally, the imagery of the lion was also continuous. From the very basics, the three 

lions crest is the profile of the @England account. There was also a lot of references to ‘our 

Three Lions’, indicating the fact that this team was a representation, but also a belonging, of 

the nation. Cartoon lions also showed up on twitter, including in a cartoon posted by Sterling, 

and the reflections of the three players who missed the penalties. Even if you did not use 

Twitter much, many of the tweets used above also were shown on other social media sites, 

and other sites also had many other images and statements related to the Euros 2020. Many 

houses and cars displayed the England flag, many people wore their shirts out in public, and 

there was national advertising that featured the players throughout. This was continuous from 

the beginning of the tournament but was more visible during the final – especially as shops 

put up posters that they would shut, and there was a national campaign to celebrate the three 

players who did miss penalties. This highlights how many people would have been exposed 

to symbols and motifs that, to many people, represent English identity, with the goal of 

arousing ‘fervent collective emotions’ and creating a cohesive group of fans.  

 

Any international sporting event increases focus on the nation. Specifically, this 

research reflected the work of Smith and the ‘Sacred Dimension of Nationalism’. The Euros 

2020 did reflect the key components of the nation. There was a ‘willed and felt communion 

of those who assert a moral faith and feel an ancestral affinity’265, which was evident in the 

support directed at the players throughout the tournament, but also the regular use of Twitter 

to give thanks to the fans, which emphasised the essential role that English fans played in the 

success of the 11 players who represented the nation. These players are seen as defending and 

representing the ‘sacred territory’ of not only the nation, but those who are ‘ancestrally 

related to the territory in question’.266 One manifestation of this was through the video of 

Muslim boys celebrating an England goal against Denmark, which highlighted a belief that 

football had become ‘for everyone’ and that more people consider themselves as belonging to 

England. Even though they may not be considered as English by some due to not fulfilling 

sufficiently Moore’s criteria of ‘English speaking, Christian and white’, they still showed 

strong emotions and connection to the nation during times of success.  

 

The ideas of ‘golden ages’ and ‘the glorious dead’, also important components of the 

nation, were clearly reflected throughout the analysis. The notion of ‘high periods’, 

specifically the Second World War and the British Empire, are presented with ‘special 

nostalgia’ that embodies ‘the inner or true virtues of the community’.267 This reflects 

Orwell’s idea that sport is ‘war minus the shooting’, and that international football mimics 
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warfare as it is an attempt to beat other nations and defend your pride and territory.268 This 

was used in overt ways, such as direct references to the soldiers who gave their life during the 

Second World War in Southgate’s ‘Dear England’ letter. However, it also appeared in more 

covert ways. There was war-like language in a variety of tweets, especially the @England 

account. The team were reported to be arriving for duty, described as heroes, and determined 

to be making history. The history of colonialism has shaped a lot of ideas about how English 

people see race and national belonging.269 In part, this is because Englishness is characterised 

by ‘a striking confluence between English national feeling and the longing for Empire’ and 

therefore ‘Englishness has been reasserted through a racializing, insular nationalism, and it 

found its voice in the course of Brexit’.270 Since the Euros 2020 were the first international 

tournament since the UK left the EU, this reflects the existing sentiments for many fans. The 

events of the Second World War and the British Empire are presented with reverence and 

nostalgia, this contributes to the celebration of the nation with feelings of pride, as well as not 

to forget the heroism of those who scarified their lives.  

 

 Social media has provided an interesting dynamic to modern research. It has made the 

barriers to participation lower: not only in communicating with elected representatives and 

vice versa, but also in abusing those you do not like. There are of course benefits to social 

medial, but the lack of regulation and an impartial complaints procedure has provided an 

online space that allows free communication and abuse. The fact that Conservative MPs 

shifted a lot of focus onto social media providers to improve their safety services could 

potentially show a confusion at the way social media is used. However, there was a lack of 

ownership or responsibility from politicians for, in Mings’ words, ‘stok[ing] the fire’. Even 

though this was directed at Priti Patel, who did refer to the decision to ‘take the knee’ as 

‘gesture politics’, this message can arguably be directed at all politicians who used the 

tournament to discuss political messaging over social media. As barriers to communication 

are lower, politicians tend to comment on and discuss more topics, but this politicises and 

weaponizes these events. Even though they, by their very nature, take on a political reality 

through players and managers doing services for charity and interacting with governments, as 

well as taking on the role of representing the ‘imagined community’ and representing 

England on an international stage, politicians using the Euros 2020 as a tool to reflect the 

division and animosity between parties arguably legitimised the actions of ordinary people. 

To see such an event be so closely tied with national identity, belonging, representing the 

nation, (anti-) racism and many other political issues, such as the National Health Service, 

made this event much more than football.  

 

 This chapter sought to examine the implications of the analysis of the Euros 2020 in 

understanding the relationship between religion, race and identity in contemporary English 

nationalism. Through examining these concepts, using evidence collected through analysing 

the Euros 2020, this speaks to broader issues and concepts in English society. Religion and 

race have been informed by a variety of historical events and are intertwined, and ultimately 

the inside group is white, Christian/Secular and English speaking. This inside group choose 

who to grant moral citizenship to, and these decisions are informed by historical events that 

have shaped views on race, religion, secular and identity. The role of social media was also 

discussed to highlight how integral social media is in the modern world, and how different 

considerations come into practice when using social media as a tool. 
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Conclusion 

 

This thesis has explored the religio-racial boundaries of contemporary English 

identity, specifically through close examination of the discourses that emerged throughout the 

Euros 2020. This was explored specifically through LeGreco and Tracy’s method of 

discourse tracing analysis using an intersectional lens to ensure that a full picture of the 

discussions on Twitter were analysed. Discourse tracing analysis allowed for the progression 

of the discourse that emerged through the tweets of British politicians, the official @England 

twitter account, Mayors of English cities, journalists at British newspapers and current and 

former England footballers.  

 

This thesis began with an exploration of the concepts of religion, race, nationalism 

and national identity. This established that there is a sacred dimension to the nation, which 

involves the people who are within the land and boundaries, and consider themselves to have 

a shared history and language, as well as culture. This determined that the concepts of race, 

religion and nationalism are intertwined in English culture. The second chapter used this 

previous research, but specifically situated this within the context of England by examining 

historically important events, as well as how these events have shaped modern approaches 

and attitudes, that contribute to a greater understanding of English identity and nationalism. 

This chapter sought to explore these components in English history, while also highlighting 

that these components cannot be looked at in isolation, due to their interconnectedness. The 

historical events of World War 2 the British Empire, and English mythology, as well as the 

relevance of religion and race, were examined in order to understand the way they have 

influenced modern conceptions of English nationalism. Therefore, the ‘insider’ group is 

determined, and those with both formal and moral citizenship in England are white people, 

who are either Christian or secular, and speak English. On occasion, people who do not fit 

this profile may be able to assert themselves as an insider using language, culture and 

historical conceptions. The third chapter explored the way in which religion, race and English 

nationalism were to be researched in the context of the Euros 2020. By exploring discourse 

tracing analysis and an intersectional theoretical framework, this allowed for the progression 

of the discourses to be followed effectively from the beginning to end of the tournament. This 

allowed for identification of key messages of significance, myths, symbols, and narratives in 

the discussions about race and English football. 

 

The fourth chapter situated the relationship of religion, race and nationalism in the 

Euros 2020. The idea of an ‘imagined threat’ that can be pursued in pursuit of nationalism 

was an extremely relevant concept.271 As the notable figures whose tweets were used in 

analysis placed a large degree of emphasis on this tournament, it was politicised from the 

beginning. As many of these people emphasised how wrong the team were for their decision 

to ‘take the knee’, they remained a possible threat, and their words could not be undone with 

a week of celebratory remarks and images when the team were doing well in the tournament. 

Eventually, when three players failed by missing the penalties in the final, they were moved 

out of the in-group and denied their moral citizenship. The final chapter sought to examine 

the implications of this research, and what this research said about broader issues in English 

society. It also explored the way social media has become an important consideration which 

is essential in modern analysis, but creates different issues.  
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This research was also relevant because, at its core, it focused on key issues in 

modern English society: football, social media and citizenship. The Euros 2020 were the first 

time an England team had made it to a final for 55 years, so there was a focus on the fact that 

this was historical, and this team was making history. Consistently throughout the 

tournament, the players were celebrated for their performance both on and off the pitch. For 

instance, Sterling, Henderson and Rashford have been awarded an MBE by the Queen for 

their charitable work, and three images of Rashford are hanging in the National Portrait 

Gallery. The online abuse directed at the players who missed the penalties was explored. 

Abuse has grown in ease and frequency due to the increase in social media. All three players 

issued a statement on Twitter, in which they apologised for their performance, thanked 

people for their kind words and actions. The FA condemned the abuse, especially as the 

players had ‘given everything to the shirt over the summer’, and many people commended 

the players. This included Scottish First Minister Nicola Sturgeon, Green MP Caroline Lucas, 

Labour MP Angela Raynor, and Conservative MP Priti Patel.  

 

 This is a very interesting time in English politics. As explained, the Brexit vote in 

2016 and subsequent policy decisions have created, what some consider, a culture war. Even 

if it is not that extreme, there is a division between people and politics when it comes to the 

EU. There are also divisions in other areas, such as the stance on immigrants, what the UK 

needs to do about its colonial past, how involved religion should be in public institutions, 

whether Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland should remain part of  the United Kingdom, 

and what the response to the Black Lives Matter protests should be. Therefore, this thesis has 

explored English identity at a very interesting time in politics and culture, and explored how 

these issues came to fruition through the specific medium of an international football 

tournament.  

  

There is clearly a lot of scope for further research regarding football, and this is also 

an extremely interesting time for race and religion. The European Qualifiers were held in 

August and September 2021 and determined which teams would continue to the World Cup 

in 2022. There were issues of racism here: for instance, Hungary fans booed the England 

team whilst ‘taking the knee’, and threw cups at the players. However, the Andorra team 

‘took the knee’ with the England team, which saw much applause in the stadium. Examining 

the World Cup, being held in 2022, and the Qualifiers in 2021, may show if there is a 

development in attitudes from the Euros 2020, and could also be looked at beyond England. 

There are also other directions to explore, such as the growth of right-wing, predominantly 

male groups using football as a focus and a way to recruit, such as the Democratic Football 

Lads Alliance, racism, and Islamophobia in stadiums and on fan forums online. 
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