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The issues of Europe together with Scottish and Welsh nationalism make a book about Englishness something timely. The English are no longer a dominant culture in a dominant nation and are beginning to examine themselves.

Hitherto the self-confidence of the English has been demonstrated by, for example, the lack of national symbols. As George Orwell wrote, 'almost any English intellectual would feel more ashamed of standing to attention during 'God Save the King' than of stealing from a poor box'. Displays of nationalism are lamented as somewhat unsophisticated, perhaps on account of an unconscious sense of cultural superiority. 'The Norman Conquest was a Good thing, as from this time onwards England stopped being conquered and thus was able to become top nation' (1066 And All That).

Paxman outlines the sense of honour and fortitude historically identified as traits of the English. The self-control of a Rhodes, Gordon or Montgomery in the service of Empire comes to mind. The chauvinism of an island race is however coupled to an easygoing trait. This trait has made today's multicultural society work better than in many other lands. 

There is a distinctive pragmatism about the English, symbolised in the choice of a tradesman for their national symbol, John Bull. It is evident in the Church of England, which Paxman casts some scorn upon. The English are said to 'prefer their religion as they used to like their clothing and cars, understated and reasonably reliable, there when you need it'. 'The Church of England has the worst of all worlds….the virtues of the Church, its gentleness, tolerance and compassion are undermined by a complete lack of intellectual rigour'.

The individualism of the English, who so nurture eccentrics, is seen as rooted in the fight with the authority of Church and State that began earlier than elsewhere in Europe and took a less traumatic course. The Book of Common Prayer, King James Bible and Constitutional Monarchy are fruits of this. This suspicion of authority is exemplified in a national trait of anti-Catholicism.  

How can a country of football hooligans have such an astonishingly low murder rate? This is a question on the cover answered in the book in an analysis of the English obsession with sport. Alongside the respect for individual rights and concern for good citizenship, Paxman recognises a taste for disorder, well exemplified in the football hooliganism of today. It has a historical basis.  'The story goes that before the Battle of Hastings, while the Normans spent the night in prayer, King Harold's men sat up drinking.' 

'The English' is written with a characteristic English balance of cynicism and warmth. It underestimates however the importance of Christianity and the enormous contribution of English saints and missionaries to the civilising of our society and beyond that of  humankind in general. 

Some of the analysis will prove helpful to those praying and planning for a Christian revival at this time of uncertainty and self-questioning in English Society.

