HISTORICAL FACTS OF THE 1940s − 1950s: WWII
(we only take into account those facts that symbolically relate to issues of cultural and national identity) 

· 1939: Beginning of WWII, Great Britain immediately declares war.

· 1940, 8th May: N. Chamberlain resigns as Prime Minister and the Wartime Coalition Government is headed by W. Churchill who delivers his famous "Blood, toil, tears, and sweat" speech;
· 1940, 9th July: Battle of Britain begins: at that time Great Britain is the only nation left unconquered. The German Army takes action by continuous bombing and occupying the airspace. The event inspires Churchill's famous speech:

The Battle of France is over. I expect that the Battle of Britain is about to begin. Upon this battle depends the survival of Christian civilization [cross-references to religion and the Psalms]. Upon it depends our own British life, and the long continuity of our institutions and our Empire [and the British Commonwealth]. The whole fury and might of the enemy must very soon be turned on us. Hitler knows that he will have to break us in this island or lose the war. If we can stand up to him, all Europe may be freed and the life of the world may move forward into broad, sunlit uplands [Britain as world leader].

But if we fail, then the whole world, including the United States, including all that we have known and cared for, will sink into the abyss of a new dark age made more sinister, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights of perverted science. Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves, that if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still say: This was their finest hour.

· Churchill's speech progresses by use of neat contrast: in the first paragraph he outlines the consequences of success, in the second paragraph ["But if we fail"] he envisions the consequences of failure. He also contrasts the failure of France ["is over"] with Britain's task ["about to begin"]. He wants to address the widest possible audience.
· In his rhetoric, Shakespearean echoes may be found in the description of England/Britain and the character of its inhabitants: war and isolation as a vocation; the island as a "fortress ... against infection and the hand of war"; the responsibility to defend "less happier lands" [i.e. "If we succeed, Europe will be saved; if we fail, the whole world will sink"]. Churchill may not be referring to any previous (Shakespearean) texts consciously, he is drawing from the traditional repertoire of Englishness (intertextuality).
· Britain's task has got both a spiritual/humanitarian basis ["the survival of Christian civilization"] and a historical/political motivation ["the long continuity of our institutions and our Empire"].
· The terms Britain and British are used to foster a sense of community and to reckon with the common military effort that involved all the people of Great Britain (and of the colonies).

· 1940,15th Sept: despite the continuity of the attacks, the RAF claims victory over the Luftwaffe ("Battle of Britain Day"). This was the first defeat of the Germans in WWII. 
· 1940, 7th Sept.: The Blitz: 57 consecutive nights of sustained strategic bombing on London (267 days on other British cities). The attacks did not affect in any significant way the war industry and economy nor induced the British people into surrender. 
· 1945: WWII is won. Labour C. Attlee wins the general election and promotes the Welfare State, founds the National Health Service, introduces the nationalisation of utilities, promulgates the British Nationality Act for Commonwealth citizens, on the wave of the spirit of solidarity after the conflict.
