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nesses of the French way were calami- 
tously revealed during the Franco-Prussian 
War of 1870, when France's overly central- 
ized system could not get troops to the 
front in time to stop the Prussians. 

At various times during its history-no- 
tably during the revolutions of 1789, 1830, 
and 1848-the Corps and all it stood for 
were endangered by the brief ascendancy 
of politicians and ideas in the classical lib- 
eral mode of Adam Smith. Between the 

prevail in France, but the Corps kept the 
dirigiste tradition alive. After the war, the 
engineers reemerged and their influence 
spread throughout the government and 
into the new para-public sector of electric 
power, gas, coal, banks, airlines, telecom- 
munications, Renault, and other units that 
they did so much to create. True, says 
Smith, they continued to commit prideful 
blunders, but "it is no less true that for 250 
years they sustained an ethos of public ser- 

1880s and World War 11, these ideas did vice rarely found elsewhere." * 
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England is the last place on earth one 
would expect to find a national identity 
crisis, yet, like the Third World people 
they once ruled, write Witoszek and 
Sheeran, who teach at University College 
in Galway, the English are now asking, 
"What is my nation?" 

The causes are various: Britain's post- 
war decline, the prospect of European 
integration, and the growing population in 
England of Third World immigrants who 
"insist on respect for and promotion of 
their own cultural values." But at bottom 

the authors believe that the problem is En- 
gland's loss of a sense of civilizing mission 
in the world. As the journalist Henry 
Fairlie put it in 1976, "Britain is mission- 
ary or it is nothing. It is an exemplar or it 
is nothing." 

Unlike many other nations, which define 
themselves in terms of a lost past, Eng- 
land, Witoszek and Sheeran write, has de- 
fined itself in terms of opposition, as the 
embodiment of adulthood, maturity, or 
what they call Form, in opposition to "the 
Beast." As evidence, the authors point to 
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some great struggles in English literature: 
between Beowulf and Grendl, Dr. Jekyll 
and Mr. Hyde, Marlow and Kurtz, Piggy 
and Jack. "By the 19th century the heri- 
tage of Form could seem a biological en- 
dowment rather than a cultural 
artifact. . . such acquired Anglo-Saxon 
characteristics as self-control and respect 
for law, reason, restraint, and distrust of 
enthusiasm [seemed] heritable." The Gen- 
tleman became the English cultural ideal. 

To a much greater degree than the Span- 
ish, Dutch, or other "immature" imperial 
peoples, the English persuaded their sub- 
jects that they were a superior breed. To 
the English, the absence of Form in a soci- 
ety was, simply put, shameful. At home, 
the English maintained a "cult of adult- 
hood," exemplified by their system of 
"public" schools and "Oxbridge," de- 
signed to speed the young along to matu- 
rity as quickly as possible. Form showed 
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itself most obviously in the use of lan- 
guage: "In no other Western country has 
one's accent such power to elevate or de- 
grade socially." 

Today, however, the empire that ex- 
pressed the English mission is gone and 
Form itself is under attack from within. Its 
critics include foreign-born novelist 
Salman Rushdie (who is as hard on Eng- 
land as he is on Islam) and the "unre- 
strained, overimpulsive" leader of the La- 

bor Party, Neil Kinnock. In England, the 
authors say, such liberation from the con- 
straints of Form is not just a breach of de- 
corum, "it implies a crisis of identity." Yet 
they do not underestimate Form's ability 
to survive. "By its very nature Form proves 
its superiority when under attack. . . . To 
the very end it does the right thing at the 
right time, thereby morally embarrassing 
the rebelupas it did by coming to the de- 
fense of Rushdie. 
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