Being British
Gordon Brown likes to talk about “Britishness” and its importance in contemporary society.  His interest in Britishness is very definitely not founded on chauvinistic beliefs that British people are in some way privileged and unique, or that we are better than others, but in that it can support the one identity that everyone living in or connected to this country shares.   
The important thing about Britishness is that it is not a national identity, it is a civic one.  However we choose to define and identify ourselves individually, whether on the basis of where we feel we and our people are from – say, whether we think of ourselves as being Scottish, or as being Fifers – or on the basis of what we think and feel – as socialists, historians, or even as Raith Rovers supporters – the one thing we all have in common is Britain.

This is not about something called patriotism, it is not about flags, imperial anthems or parochial laments, but it is about regenerating a shared sense of community and belonging.

And in developing this idea, the Prime Minister made extensive reference to the history of Britain – but very deliberately not by either glorifying and romanticising the past nor by apologising or being shamefaced about what has gone before.  Instead, the past has been referenced by recognising that it is the one thing that we have all been formed by.  It has been the actions of our predecessors that have shaped the places where we live and work, meaning that the historic and inhabited environment that makes up our physical surroundings continues to be important even if the institutions and attitudes that initially created it have long faded away.  As people make history and places, so places and history make people.   
In this political discussion, the voices of historic environment professionals have not been heard.  Way back in 2001, English Heritage published “The Power of Place”, which set out thinking along these very lines - The historic environment has the potential to strengthen the sense of community and provide a solid basis for neighbourhood renewal.  This is the power of place – but since then we have focussed too much on the details of policy and frameworks of practice, and not looked up at the bigger political picture.
 We, as professionals working with and within the historic environment, need to stop being impartial and technical; we are not disinterested technicians, we are committed professionals.  We need to remember that our work is ultimately for the public benefit, as we are stewarding and managing change to a fragile and irreplaceable environmental resource that is formed by the physical traces of past lives and activities, and so we must recognise and commit to the value of our work as helping to support and strengthen shared identities.
As our professional environment becomes more integrated, our developing unity will be our strength, increasing our shared ability to influence and support politics, policy and social change.  ICON has been an exemplar body for all who work with the historic environment, bringing thousands of professionals together under one common roof.  We are moving on from the days when we presented ourselves to the rest of the world as being petty and divided, preciously fighting turf wars over matters that were of no consequence to anyone outside our charmed circles – although, for now, there are still some that will not participate, and choose to follow their own, non-participatory paths.  These self-centred and self-serving individuals will find themselves increasingly sidelined and irrelevant as our professional structures transform, update and evolve to address the needs of our workplaces and of ensuring the public benefits from our work.
Britain is, and always has been, a pluralistic society, with many different histories created by individuals, groups and societies.  We each adopt or inherit our many identities, but the one that we all can share is the British identity, allowing our multicultural diversity to remain a strength, while the separateness that is a weakness diminishes.  That shared British identity is founded upon a common British past, and we historic environment professionals are the experts who interpret and deliver understandings of that past for everyone.  

We can be proud of our work.  As it contributes to the public’s engagement with the past, so we are helping to reduce social division as people feel increasingly able to share commitment to Britain’s past, present and future.
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