A Xenophobe's Guide to the British: Exploding some Myths

Martin Wheeler and Adam McGeever


An irreverent and light hearted look at the beliefs and foibles of the British. The nation today may be more divided, some people regarding Britain as a place to escape from at every opportunity, but the majority remain profoundly distrustful of 'abroad' - where the toilets don't work, the water isn't safe and they are likely to give you sheep's eyes for lunch, disguised in a language you can't pronounce.

In the main, this is what you are up against. It is useless to imagine that you can succeed where so many have failed. But since it is the proudest boast of the English that they cannot begin to understand foreigners, it would be gratifying to steal a march on them by beginning to understand them.

'Its not that they're wicked, or naturally bad,

Its knowing theyr're foreign which makes them so mad'

This little ditty neatly sums up the attitude of the British to all other nations.

Some of the topics to be included will be from the following list : 


1. Nationalism and Identity

2. Character

3. Attitudes and Values

4. Behaviour

5. Manners and Etiquette

6. Customs and Tradition

7. Sense of Humour

8. Cricket

9. Obsessions

10. Eating and Drinking

11. Culture – The Press, Television

12. Politics and the Monarchy

13. Language and Conversation
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1. Nationalism and Identity

'Its not that they're wicked, or naturally bad,

Its knowing theyr're foreign which makes them so mad'

This little ditty neatly sums up the attitude of the British to all other nations. It is not so much fear and dislike of foreigners, rather pity for the foreigners for having the misfortune to not be, well, so English. The last invasion of England was 900 years ago by the Normans. They settled, they worked hard and tried to intergrate. They failed. The english did what they do best, they ignored the funny cooking smells, the unfamiliar clothes and peculiar accents and set about the long, slow arduous task of turning the invaders into Englishmen. It took centuries of course, but it worked. 'Norman' is now a quintessentially English first name.

The English insist that they are amongst the most, if not the most, civilised nation in the world. Though they put themselves down in public, in their heart of hearts they believe themselves to be superior to all other nations. On the whole the British do not really care how the rest of the world sees themselves. The English are aware of their faults – class conscious, insularity, and a fixation with tradition – but they think their qualities outweight them. Although it is impossible for the English to appear to care what others think of them, deep down they would like to be loved and appreciated for what they see as the sterling qualities they possess. 

The Englishmens opinion of the foriegner is not regarded as petty prejudice, rather a scientific observation. The Irish are a nuisance, the Scots careful with money, the Germans regimented, the Italians too emotional, The Spanish cruel to animals, the Dutch solid and sensible, whilst the Scandanavians, Belgians and Swiss are dull. The Indians, Pakistanis, Australians, Sri Lankans and New Zealanders are in a special category – they play cricket.

2. Character

Moderation means a lot to the English. Their respect for it is reflected in their shared dislike of any person who 'goes to far'. Going too far in behavioral terms covers displaying excess emotion, getting hopelessly drunk or cracking rude jokes. Beyond the pale altogether is the man or woman who regales one with her titles or qualifications. The only acceptable place for those to be aired is on an envelope. The British do not like to make a scene in public, anybody who does so is automatically wrong, even if they are actually in the right. The whole business has its own vocabulary, a 'to-do', a hullabaloo, a palaver, a kerfuffle or a song and a dance. All of which are socially undesirable.

Keeping a stiff upper lip. This charcteristic pose involves keeping the head held high, the upper lip stiff and the best foot forward. It conveys the presence of that most English of attributes – self control. Let us not forget, Stoicism. Fortitude in the face of adversity is the thing. Queen Victoria's dying words were : 'I feel a little better'.

3. Attitudes and Values

Common sense. This is central to the English attitude to almost everything in life. It is common sense to carry an umbrella in case of rain. It is common sense to 'be prepared' at all times, like a Good Boy Scout. To fall foul of changing circumstances is inexcusable for the British. 

A Good Sport. This term is not exclusively a sporting one. It describes the sort of behaviour both on and off the playing field that characterises everything they really respect. He or she will be dismissive of their victory and magnanimous towards the loser. It goes without saying that a good sport will also be a good loser. There will be no arguing with referees. This of course, is not especially true, the English are fiercely competitive but to let it show would be seen as having 'gone to far'. Meanwhilst, it would be wrong to conclude without a mention of British support for the Underdog, everyone is only too happy to support an underdog. People are given credit for trying, and a glorious defeat is always hailed as heroic.

4. Behaviour

Not Showing Off. Even if you have conquered the Atlantic in a small boat, if you are English, you are expected to do no more then comment: 'I do a little sailing'. Force English people to trumpet their acheivements and they will feel uncomfortable, and even resent you for it. But indicate that you are aware of their acheivements, they will modestly acknowledge them and love you forever.

Minding Your Own Business. The English believe in this principle, and few nations understand just how ingrained this belief is. The queue is one of the few places the English allow themselves to talk without being formally introduced. The others are when you take the dog for a walk, or any serious catastrophe. However such meetings are expected to stay outside with the dogs, or stop when rescue arrives.

Eccentrics. To the rest of the world the entire English race are eccentrics. To a certain extent, the English cultivate the idea of eccentricity as agreable and even admirable. The wealthier or more famous you are, the more likely you are to be regarded as eccentric rather than peculiar, barmy or barking mad. Indeed, eccentricity is likely to be met with affectionate indulgence. However, they are only tolerated if they are apparently unaware of thier own eccentricity. Anything else is, of course, 'Showing Off'.

5. Customs and Tradition

The English are a deeply nostalgic people and value customs and traditions above almost everything else. It does not seem to matter where traditions have come from or why they have survived. Tradition to the English represents continuity, which must be preserved at all costs. It gives them a permanence in an era of change. Like a well worn jumper with holes, it is the comfort of the familiar.

We can cite red pillar boxes, cardigans, Marmite and Marmalade, the August Bank Holiday, the pint, Wellington Boots, 'Abide with me' sung badly before the F.A Cup Final, The Queen's Christmas Broadcast, the Boat race, the Shipping Forecast, Guy Fawkes Night... The list is truly endless.

6. Sense of Humour

There is nothing – absolutely nothing – as crucial to living among the English as a good sense of humour. Having one means you will cruise smoothly throught the obstacles of English life with everybody as your friend and the approval of all you encounter. Not having one, or being percieved not to have one, is social death. In English eyes, half of what is wrong with the rest of the world is that they do not have a sense of humour.

Say what you like, even devoted Anglophobes will have to concede that the English sense of humour is one of their strongest points. British comedy from the older generation's Noël Coward, Max Wall, Jimmy Clitheroe and the Goons, through to Tommy Cooper, the Carry On team, to Peter Cook and Dudley Moore, Harry Enfield and Mr Bean have produced comedy of ever increasing complexity, inventiveness and sophistication.

In everyday life, especially the workplace, humour makes life more bearable. Humour is the enemy of pompousness and the English prize every sign of self-depreciation. The English love every kind of comedy, the infantile smut of Benny Hill, the hopeless Only Fools' and Horses gang, the bumbling amateurism of Dads Army, the satire of Spitting Image through to the surrealism of Monty Python up to the present day of Little Britain and the League of Gentlemen.

7. Cricket

'If Stalin had learned to play cricket, the world might now be a nicer place' claimed the Bishop of Lincoln in 1948. Cricket to the English is not just a game. It is a symbol – a 22 man personification of English beliefs and philosphies. Ignore it at your peril. The English invented cricket 750 years ago and are fiercely proprietorial about it. In the past they took the game all over the world and always won. But gradually other nations teams have got better at it, nowadays the English team stands a pretty good chance of being beaten wherever they go. Any cheating is vigourously denounced as simply not being 'cricket'.

8. Obsessions

English obsessions include:

Homes... An Englishmans home is is castle. Bear this is mind. When you visit an Englishmens home you must be prepared to be taken on 'the tour'. This is a lengthy and detailed examination of your hosts dwelling, concentrating on the many improvements made in recent times. Inside and out, the occupants busy themselves hanging new wallpapers, tiling showers, assembling furniture and turning the exterior of a suburban house into a gothic nightmare of stone cladded walls.

Typically, these home improvements knock thousands of pounds off the market value and may plunge the whole neighbourhood into a downward spiral, but they will be your hosts pride and joy. Because the English love DIY so much, English plumbers, carpenters, plasterers, electricians and other workmen who have been called in to rectify mistakes and put things right afterwards form an elite whose wages are comparable to Roobie Williams, Britney Spears or even the GDP of a small South American Republic.

Gardens...The English are most at home in the garden. Gardening is a national pastime and green fingers a proudly borne deformity. The first sound of spring is not the song of a cuckoo not the sight of daffodils, but the unrepeatable curse of a gardner whos lawnmower will not start. Up and down the land, a dedicated band of enthusiasts forsake camelias for cabbages and carrots.

Animals. As Ghandi once said, 'a countries decency can be measured on how well it treats its animals' and it is an English maxim that a person who keeps animals cannot be all bad. They keep them, not, as other nations do, primarily to guard their property, for scientific interest or for status, but for company. Pets enjoy an unrivalled position in English affections. Pets are excused the beahaviour which if seen in the children of the household would be cause for rebuke. They are deemed incapable of any misdemeanour. The English who look on stoically as national health hospitals leave patients lieing around for weeks in corridors, are comforted by the knowledge that wounded hendgehogs are tenderly cared for in a hedgehog hosptial.

Having a flutter. The English gaming laws decree that the shameful goings-on inside the betting shop must not be visible from the street, so the windows are frosted or painted out and the open doorway obscured with colourful plastic strips. The interior is dim and bare, with no tables and nowhere to sit, a narrow shelf at chest height is issued to write bets on, and to lean against in gloomy anticipation of the outcome. The floor serves as an ashtray. Indeed, the betting shop is the perfect illustration of the English tradition of taking 'one's pleasure unpleasuraby'. Disappointment at backing a loser is tempered with relief at not having to go back there to collect one's winnings.

9. Eating and Drinking

On the whole, Britain, or at least England has always been, culinarily speaking, unadventurous. 'Good plain cooking' and 'honest simple fare' continue to be highly regarded, with the clear implication that complicated and pretty dishes are neither good nor honest. The writer Somerset Maughen observed that 'one could eat very well in England, simply by having Breakfast three times a day'. However, Roast Beef, lamb or pork with roast potatoes and vegetables continue to tbe the nations choice for a proper meal. Potatoes form an important constituent of the main meal of the day. The average person gets through 100 kilos of them every year. Interest is growing in foreign fare, but the British people still treasure the sandwich.

A Nice cup of tea. Foreigners may scoff, whilst marketiing men may try and seduce the British with alternatives, but the British still carry on doggedly in their devotion to what they consider to be one of the few good things to come from elsewhere. The British have embued it with almost mystical qualities. In moments of crisis, as a remedy for shock or just a social gathering someone will suggest tea. It is probably their only addiction. Tea to the average British man or women usually means Indian tea. It is served with milk and sugar and the folklore surrounding its preparation is prodigious.

The Pub. The pub is a classless institution dating back several centuries. In many places it is the focal point of the community. It has been observed that you could go into almost any British pub, and ask 'Is the Major in?' and the answer would be either 'You have just missed him' or 'he is in the lounge'. The habit of drinking 'rounds' is responsible for perhaps two-thirds of pub sales. It is not the done thing to drink with others without buying your round. The advantage is that only one person needs to leave the group in order to get six drinks instead of six people queuing up individually. The disadvantage is that you can end up drinking six pints when you only came in for one.

10. Culture 

England is the country of Shakespeare, Milton, Byron, Dickes, and Orwell. The British cherish their literary culture mostly by ignoring it. They treat it as they perhaps treat their best tea service; it is nice to know it's there, but perhaps best saved for special occasions.

The Press. The British have a voracious appetite for newspapers, many of which contain very little actual 'news'. Although inclined to mind their own business, they have a weakness for Newspapers that go out of their way to mind other people's. Only in Britain could it be judged to be in the public interest to print the name of a footballer alleged to be sleeping with a women he is not married to.

In England particuarly, one's choice of newspaper is a badge of identity, a decleration of where one stands, and an affirmation of political belief -as in this famous tongue-in-cheek profile of newspaper readers from the 1970's BBC comedy series 'Yes Minister' :

The Guardian – Think they run the country

The Independent – Think they ought to run the country

The Times – Actually do run the country

The Financial Times – Own the country

The Morning Star – Think the country should be run by another country

The Daily Telegraph – Think it is (run by another country)

The Sun – Do not care who runs the country so long as the female on page 3 has nice breasts.

11. Politics and the Monarchy

Monarchy. Contrary to the popular belief that supporting a monarch is a hugely expensive business, the British royal family costs each U.K. Citizen no more than 58 pence per year to support – a bargain compared with the cost of impeaching a President.

Politics. The populace know that politicians are out for their own ends and not to be trusted, yet Ministers are expected to be models of rectitude and if they cannot manage that, they are expected to do the decent thing - resign. Deep down the English are a conservative bunch and do not like change, which is just as well because they seldom get it. In the parliament at Westminister (in a building designed to look 500 years old in the 19th century) our politicians carry out their buisness with much historical pagentry and partially in period costume.

It should come as no surprise that the political scene is dominated by two parties not called Republicans, Christian Democrats or any other inflated names, but Conservative and Labour. The former echoes the unchanging quality of English life. The latter, the Purtian work ethic with its dignification of labour for its own sake. Adding 'New' to the word Labour simply changed a pugnacious proletarian party to a concilatory politically-correct part under another name.

After decades of predictably trotting out the party line; the Tories and New Labour have cheered up the nation by abruptly abandoning much of their traditional support and courting that of the opposition. Effectively, they have swapped party programmes, so that Labour now stands for privitisation of everything not already in private hands and the Conservatives have cast themselves in the unlikely role  of defenders of public services. 

Meanwhile the rebranding of the third party as the Liberal Democrats has trebbled their representation in Parliament. Not so long ago, you could fit all their members into a taxi cab. Now you would need not just a bus, but a double-decker.

12. Language and Conversation

The English are inordinately proud of their langauge. The Complete Oxford English dictionary runs to 23 volumes and contains over 500,000 words. German on the other hand has a vocabulary of 185,000 words and French fewer than 100,000. The secret of it success is that it leads other languages up dark alleyways and then mugs them for all their good words. 

English is to communication what Microsoft is to computing: the world cannot do without it. One billion people use it, 80 per cent of the Internet and 75 per cent of the worlds mail is written in it. India has more native English speakers than Britain. It will be soon no longer necessary for the British traveller to raise their voice in order to be understood. It is a prospect that makes them feel – in a world which has no exact equivalent in any of the worlds other 2700 languages – comfy.

If you are in conversation with the English you will be 'chatting'. When you're chatting, you should not talk about the arts, God, politics, death, literature or anything that you actually believe. You MAY talk about holidays, animals, the weather, sport or how awful the people  on the other side of the room are. If somebody asks 'how are you?', you should not mention your bad heart, high blood pressure or imminent operation. The correct answer is 'Mustn't grumble'. Because conversation does not come easily to the British, they have developed a bewildering battery of metaphors with which everybody is familiar and comfortable. These include euphamisms for the avoidance of verbal confrontation with tricky subjects. Thus the English do not die, instead they 'pass over', 'pass on', 'pop off', 'kick the bucket', 'give up the ghost', or 'snuff it'. When they relieve themseleves in the toilet they 'spend a penny', 'powder their knees', 'wash their hands', 'answer the call' or simply 'go'.

English Weather. Without the conversation topic of the weather, no two British people would ever get to know each other. This is because complaining or marvelling at the weather is the essential conversation-opener without whiwh social intercourse can never get underway. When you can tell the difference between 'scattered showers', 'showery outbreaks', and 'intermittent rain', you'll know you have finally arrived at a state of complete Englishness.
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The British Press 

The Press. The British have a voracious appetite for newspapers, many of which contain very little actual 'news'. Although inclined to mind their own business, they have a weakness for Newspapers that goes out of their way to mind other people's. Only in Britain could it be judged to be in the public interest to print the name of a footballer alleged to be sleeping with a women he is not married to.

In England particuarly, one's choice of newspaper is a badge of identity, a decleration of where one stands, and an affirmation of political belief -as in this famous tounge-in-cheek profile of newspaper readers from the 1970's BBC comedy series 'Yes Minister' :

The Guardian – Think they run the country

The Independent – Think they out to run the country

The Times – Actually do run the country

The Financial Times – Own the country

The Morning Star – Think the country should be run by another country

The Daily Telegraph – Think it is (run by another country)

The Sun – Do not care who runs the country so long as the female on page 3 has nice breasts.

Discussion:-

Read the two articles, whwih are about two different stories from the same day.

1. What is the brief story in each one ?

2. Which article uses the more colourful and emotive language ?

3. Which article uses quotes ?

4. Which article is more factual ?

5. Which article is more concerned with 'news' and which is more of a human interest story?

6. Which is probably from a tabloid (or popular) newspaper and whiwh from a 'quality' newspaper'

7. Which do you prefer and why ?

Write down the names of 6 or 7 daily newspapers in France. Workign in pairs, Decide which of the following corresponds with which of the following categories:

1. Which has the biggest circulation ?

2. Which are local, regional or national ?

3. Which are tabloid (popular and sensational) ?

4. Which are considered to be 'quality' papers ?

5. Which contains the most gossip ?

6. Which contains the best sports reporting ?

7. Which do you read regularly ?

