So just who are the English ?  

  What do we mean by the word "English"? There is, of course, the language - the one that has become the world's main means of verbal communication. But what about "the English" - in the sense of people from England?
    Ask a Cockney from London, or a Brummie from Birmingham, or a Geordie from Newcastle about their nationality, and he or she will most probably answer "English". Yet look at his or her passport, and you'll see that it is a "British" passport, defining the holder as a citizen of the United Kingdom. Nowhere is there any mention of the word "England".
  Now of course the same contradiction exists for the Scots, the Northern Irish and the Welsh; they too are all "British", and "citizens of the United Kingdom"; but they too will quite probably tell you that they are from Scotland, Northern Ireland, or Wales; and in saying that, they are relating themselves to a very clearly defined national identity.
    Everyone knows what Scotland is, and who the Scots are. Within the United Kingdom, Scotland is well defined, and there can be no ambiguity about the meaning of the adjectives Scottish and Scots; Scotland has its national symbols, its tartans, its accents, its regional newspapers, and - since 1999 - its national parliament. 
    The Welsh too know who they are; Wales has its strong cultural traditions, its language which is taught in all Welsh schools, and its regional assembly. As for the people of Northern Ireland, even in this divided community people know who and what they are; indeed the feeling of national identity runs more strongly here than in any other part of the UK - with the problem that the province contains two groups of people, with two conflicting ideas about their national identity... which has caused a lot of trouble.
    But what of the English? Though people from England readily talk of themselves as being "English", ask them what "English" means, and they will often hesitate.
    "Well, British," is a common response; and indeed for years the English have tended to treat the two terms as synonyms - which of course they are not. The confusion is understandable; of the United Kingdom's 63 million inhabitants, over 53 million - or 84% - live in England, meaning that England is and always has been the dominant power or partner among the nations of the United Kingdom. Scotland, the second largest nation, has just 5.3 million inhabitants, or 8.6% of the total population.
    With a permanent and absolute majority of people and power within the United Kingdom, the English, until recently, were not really bothered by questions of national identity. England was Britain, and London the capital of both. During the time of the Empire, leaders from all parts of Britain were far too busy with international affairs, to worry too much about national identities. In the 19th century, only the Irish (in those days part of the UK) were struggling to establish their own national identity - which they attained in 1921.
    Today things are very different. There is no more Empire, and Britain is just a nation like many others. Since the 1970's Scots and Welsh nationalists have helped revive the national identities of their parts of Britain. Today, every nation in the United Kingdom has its own national parliament or assembly... with one exception: England.
    Perhaps it is therefore not surprisi
