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Outside the British Isles, England is often erroneously considered synonymous with the
island of Great Britain (England, Scotland, and Wales) and even with the entire United
Kingdom. Despite the political, economic, and cultural legacy that has secured the
perpetuation of its name, England no longer officially exists as a governmental or
political unit—unlike Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, which all have varying
degrees of self-government in domestic affairs. It is rare for institutions to operate for
England alone.

Notable exceptions are the Church of England (Wales, Scotland, and Ireland, including
Northern Ireland, have separate branches of the Anglican Communion) and sports
associations for cricket, rugby, and football (soccer). In many ways England has
seemingly been absorbed within the larger mass of Great Britain since the Act of Union
of 1707. Laced by great rivers and small streams, England is a fertile land, and the
generosity of its soil has supported a thriving agricultural economy for millennia.

In the early 19th century, England became the epicentre of a worldwide Industrial
Revolution and soon the world’s most industrialized country. Drawing resources from
every settled continent, cities such as Manchester, Birmingham, and Liverpool converted
raw materials into manufactured goods for a global market, while London, the country’s
capital, emerged as one of the world’s preeminent cities and the hub of a political,
economic, and cultural network that extended far beyond England'’s shores.

Today the metropolitan area of London encompasses much of southeastern England
and continues to serve as the financial centre of Europe and to be a centre of
innovation—particularly in popular culture. One of the fundamental English
characteristics is diversity within a small compass. No place in England is more than 75



miles (120 km) from the sea, and even the farthest points in the country are no more
than a day's journey by road or rail from London. Formed of the union of small Celtic
and Anglo-Saxon kingdoms during the early medieval period, England has long
comprised several distinct regions, each different in dialect, economy, religion, and
disposition; indeed, even today many English people identify themselves by the regions
or shires from which they come—e.g., Yorkshire, the West Country, the Midlands—and
retain strong ties to those regions even if they live elsewhere.

Yet commonalities are more important than these differences, many of which began to
disappear in the era after World War I, especially with the transformation of England
from a rural into a highly urbanized society. The country’s island location has been of
critical importance to the development of the English character, which fosters the
seemingly contradictory qualities of candour and reserve along with conformity and
eccentricity and which values social harmony and, as is true of many island countries, the
good manners that ensure orderly relations in a densely populated landscape.
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