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BBEJAEHHUE

VYueOHOoe mocoOue 1Mo OOYUEHHIO MEXKYJIBTYPHOMY YTEHHUIO IMPEIHA3HAUCHO Is
CTyzieHTOB, oOyd4aronmuxcst mo mporpammam 44.03.05 Ilemarormueckoe oOpasoBanue (¢
nByMsi npoduiisiMu) / AHITIMACKUM s3bIK M Hemeukud si3bIK, 45.03.02 JIuHreucTHKa,
45.05.01 IlepeBon u nepeBoaoBeneHue, a Takxke 45.04.02 Jlunrpuctuka / JIMHrBUCTHKA U
MEXKYJbTYpHasi KOMMYHHUKAIIHS.

[lenp maHHOTO Y4YEOHOrO TMOCOOMSI — PA3BUTHE MEXKKYIBTYPHOU KOMITCTCHIIUH
0o0y4yaeMbIX, & UMEHHO, COBEPIICHCTBOBAHME UX YMEHHI B 00JACTH MEXKYJIbTYpHOI'O
YTEHHsI Ha aHTJIMHCKOM SI3bIKE KaK CPe/ICTBA OOIICHUS, (DOPMUPOBAHUE MEXKKYIIHTYPHBIX
rpaMMaTUYECKUX U JICKCUYECKUX HABBIKOB, a TAKXKE Pa3BUTUE YMEHHUN MEXKYJIHTYPHOTO
OOLLEHUS.

HeoOxomumocTh pa3paboTKH JAHHOTO ITOCOOMS OOBSACHSETCS IMOTPEOHOCTRIO B
COBPEMEHHBIX YYEOHBIX TMOCOOMSX JJIsi CTYJCHTOB YHHBEPCHUTETA, pa3pabOTaHHBIX B
KOHTEKCTE MEXKYIbTypHOro o0yueHus [6; 10; 11]. B yacTHOCTH, aKTyaJIbHBIMU SIBJISIFOTCS
3a7auM CO3/IaHus U Pa3pabOTKH yUeOHBIX TOCOOMI, KOTOpPhIE Obl 00ECTICUMITH PEATU3ALIUIO
MEXKYJIBTYPHOTO aClIeKTa MHOS3bIYHOTO YTEHHSI.

DopMUpOBAaHUE MEXKYJIBTYPHOM KOMIIETCHIIMM JIMYHOCTU OCYILECTBIIICTCS B
y4eOHOM MPOIIECCe Yepe3 MEKKYIITYpHOE 00pa30BaHue, MMEIOIIEE LIENbI0 CPOPMUPOBATH
y OOy4arommxcsi HOBO€ KyJIbTYPHOE CO3HaHHE — CIIOCOOHOCTh MPU KOHTAaKTaxX C JPyrou
KyJIbTYpOH TOHSTh MHOW 00pa3 »HM3HU, MHbIE 1IEHHOCTH, HE Tepsisl CBOM IIEHHOCTH, U
OTKa3aTbCsi OT CYUIECTBYIOLMX CTEpEOTUNOB UM  mpenyoexneHuil.  OcHOBHas
1eJ1b MEXKYJIbTYPHOTO OOyUYEHUsI - 3TO He Nepeziada onpeaeéHHoN nH(opMamy 0 HOBOM
KyJIbType, & TPUBUTUE CIIOCOOHOCTH K €€ MOHMMAHWIO, K JIMKBUAIMU OMPEICTIEHHBIX
npenyOeKIEHUN U CTEPEOTHUIIOB.

[lepexon K MEXKYJIbTYpHOMY OOpa30oBaHUIO TpeOyeT H3MEHEHHsI BCE CHUCTEMBI
00ydYeHHs] MHOCTPAHHOMY SI3bIKY, MOTOMY YTO HM3MEHMB II€M CHUCTEMBI, HEOOXOIMMO
BHECTH COOTBETCTBYIOIIME M3MEHEHHUSI BO BCE OCTAIBHBIE €€ KOMIIOHEHTBI: COJIEpIKaHNE,
METOJIbl, cpeacTBa U (hopMbl 00ydeHHA. B moiHON mMepe 3TO OTHOCUTCS K pa3padoOTKe
CpEICTB — MOCOOMUH HOBOTO TTOKOJICHHS, TIOCTPOSHHBIX MO TPHHIMITY MEXKYJIETYPHOTO
00pa30BaHMs U UIMEIOLIHX LETbI0 (POPMUPOBAHHE MEKKYIIBTYPHOU KOMIIETEHIIUH.

MexKynbTypHOE OOYYEHHE YTEHHIO CJIeIyeT 3aKOHOMEPHOCTSIM TPaIUIIMOHHOTO
KOMMYHUKATUBHOTO OOYYEHHS YTEHHIO Ha MHOCTPAHHOM SI3bIKE M JIOJDKHO, KPOME TOTO,
COOTBETCTBOBATh TPEOOBAHUSAM MEKKYJIHTYPHOrO 00pa3oBaHusl. MeXKyJIbTypHOE YTEHHUE
NPENICTABIISET CO00M KOTHUTUBHO-TIPOMYKTUBHYIO JEATETHHOCTD TIPH YTCHUH U HA OCHOBE
TeKCTa. JTa  JEATeJbHOCTh  BKJIIOYACT KOTHUTUBHBIE JCHCTBHSA  BOCIIPUSTHS,
pacro3HaBaHusl, COMOCTABUTEIIHHONW HWHTEPHpETalu (PEHOMEHOB APYrod KyJbTyphl, a
TaKoKe TPOAYKTHBHBIC JCHCTBUSI MPUMEHEHUs] PE3yJIbTATOB TAKOM MHTEPIPETAlU B
MTOCJICYIOIIEN PEYEBOM M HEPEUECBOM JACSTEILHOCTH.

Takum 00pa3om, 3T0, ¢ OJJHOI CTOPOHBI, IOHUMAaHKE TEKCTA, a C IPYTOH CTOPOHEI, 3TO
JIEUCTBUS C UCTIONIb30BAHMEM U3BJIEKACMOM TIPY YTCHUH HH(OPMAITUH, KOTOPHIC SBIISTFOTCS
POAOHKEHUEM TIPOIIECCOB TOHUMAHHUSI.

JlumakTideckas 1eNlb YTEHUS] B MEXKYJIBTYpPHOM IUIaHE H 3aKJIIOYaeTcs B
dbopMupoBaHUM MEKKYJIBTYPHBIX KOTHUTHBHO-TIPOTYKTUBHBIX YMEHHUIA,



COOTBETCTBYIOIIMX OCHOBHBIM HAa3BaHHBIM JCWCTBUAM: YMEHUM BOCHPUATHA U
pacrno3HaBaHusi (DEHOMEHOB JPYroll KyJabTypbl € HX OCOOECHHOCTSIMU (YMEHUS
MEXKYJIBTYPHOTO  HaOJIONEHHUS), YMEHUH MEXKKYJIbTYPHOIO CpaBHEHHUS, YMEHHIA
IPUMEHEHUSI HOBOTO MEXKKYJIBTYPHOIO 3HaHMA. K 3TMM rpymnmam yMeHWM OTHOCSTCS
HaBbIKW M YMEHMS TIOHMMAaHHUS S3bIKOBBIX C€IMHMI] C HAlMOHAIBHO-KYJIBTYPHOU

CEeUU(PUKOIL.
TpamuioHHO OOyuYeHHE YTEHHIO TPOMCXOAUT Ha MaTephaie KIacCHYECKUX M
COBPEMEHHBIX  XYJ0)KECTBEHHBIX POU3BE/ICHHH, NpENEJCHTHBIX  TEKCTOB,

CMOCOOCTBYIOIIMX OOOTralIeHnt0 (DOHOBBIX 3HAHUM OOYYAIOUIMXCS W Pa3BUTHUIO HX
dunonormueckoi komrereHuuu [1; 2; 3; 4; 7; 8; 18]. B pycie MeXKynbTypHOro 00y4eHus
CIIEAYET TAKXKE MCIIOJIb30BaTh MOHOKYJIBTYPHBIE TEKCThI HAYUHO-TIOIMYJISIPHOIO XapaKTepa,
pacKpbIBAIOIIME OCOOCHHOCTM MEHTAJIMTeTa OpUTAHIEB, MX CTpaTerud pPedyeBOro
NIOBE/ICHNS, LICHHOCTHbIE OpWEHTalWd. MOHOKYJIBTYpHBIE TEKCTBl C IMOTCHIMAIBHOM
MEKKYJIbTYPHOI HAIIPaBIEHHOCTBIO 3TO «XapaKTEPOJIOTHYECKUE)» TEKCTBhI, OIMCHIBAIOIIIUE
UHTPAaKyJIbTypHbIE (PEHOMEHBI, KOTOpbIE TMPU3HAIOTCA UL KYJBTYp XapaKTepPHBIMH
(Tpaauiyii ¥ OObIMaM, PUTYasbl, HALIMOHAIBHBIA XapaKTep/MEHTATbHOCTh M T.IL.); 3TO
OOBIYHO HAYYHbIE, HAYYHO-TIOITYJISIPHBIE U ITYOJTULIMCTUIECKUE TEKCTHI.

JlanHoe mocoOue pa3paboTaHO Ha OCHOBE HWMEHHO MOHOKYJIBTYPHOIO TEKCTa -
3HAMEHUTON KHUTU OpuTaHckoro antpomnosnora Keit ®okc «Habmonas 3a aHrmmyanamm»
(‘Watching the English. The Hidden Rules of English Behaviour’ by Kate Fox) [19], uto
o0ecrieunBaeT ayTeHTUYHOCTh M UIMOMATHYHOCTh M3Y4YaeMOIro MaTepuasia U S3bIKOBBIX
enuHul.  BpiOOop  naHHOM  KHUTM  OOYCJOBIEH TE€M, UTO  MOHOKYJIBTYpHbIE
XapaKTEPOJIOTUIECKUE TEKCThl O0Jaaf0T HAMOONBIIEH BEPOSTHOM MEKKYJIBTYPHON
UH()OPMATUBHOCTEHIO.

Db dexTUBHOE OCBOSHHWE WHOCTPAHHOTO SI3BIKA CTYACHTaMH HEBO3MOXHO 0e3
Pa3BUTHSL MX OOIIEKYJIBTYpPHBIX, MEKKYJIbTYPHOH U MPO(GECCHOHAIBLHOM KOMIICTEHIIUH,
0e3 BocmuTaHus OOYYAlOIIMXCSl B JyX€ MaTpPUOTH3MA U YBAKEHHSA K IPEACTABUTEISIM
W3y4aeMbIX KyJbTYp W S3bIKOB [5; 9]. Pa3Burve HHOS3BIYHON KOMMYHHKATUBHOM
KOMIIETEHIIMM OOYyYarolIMXcsi TECHO CBS3aHO ¢ (POpMUpOBaHHEM IMPEICTaBICHUN 00
AHIVIOSA3bIYHOM KOHIIENITYalbHOM M S3bIKOBOM KapTuHax mupa [14; 15], paszButnem
IICHHOCTHOM aBTOHOMHHM CTYJCHTOB, YMEHUHN JIMHTBOKYJIBTYpHOM peduiexcuu [12; 20].
NmenHo Ha pellieHMe JaHHBIX 3aad HalleJIeHO JaHHOoe rmocoOue. B cBsi3u ¢ 3TUM s
3a/1aHUii HaTpaBJICHbI HAa Pa3BUTHE HABBIKOB M YMEHHIA, BXOJAIIUX B MPOGECCHOHATIBHYIO
KOMITETEHIIUIO OyIyIIMX YYWTeJIed  aHIJIMHACKOrO S3blka W TEepeBOAYMKOB. K HUM
OTHOCSITCSI YMEHUE YUUTHIBATh COLMOKYJIBTYPHBIN KOHTEKCT B MPOLIECCE MEKKYJIBTYPHOIO
OOILIEHNs; YMEHHE aJEKBATHO MHTEPIPETUPOBATH AHIVIOSN3BIYHBIE PEYEBBIE CTPATErHMU U
JpyTHE.

[Ipu pa3zpaboTke 3amaHWii aBTOPHI OMUPATUCH HA PaOOTHI MO MEKKYJIBTYPHOMY
o0yuenuto utenuio [6; 11; 13; 17]. B ocHoBe 3anannii MEXKYJIbTYpHO-KOMMYHHKATHBHBIX
YOPAKHEHUA JISKAT MEKKYJIBTYPHO-KOMMYHUKATUBHBIE 3a/1aud, HAIPABJICHHbIE Ha
(opMUpOBaHHE MEKKYIBTYPHBIX KOTHUTHBHO-TIPOAYKTUBHBIX YMEHHA. B cooTBeTCTBUM C
ATUMHU YMEHHSMH OIPEACISIOTCS CIAETYIOLME BUIbl MEKKYJIBTYPHBIX YIPa)KHEHUN TpU
YTEHUM HA WHOCTPAHHOM SI3bIKE: YIPAKHEHHS B TIOHUMAaHUM JIEKCHYECKUX M
rpaMMaTHYECKUX €IWHUL] C HAMOHAIBHO-KYJIbTYPHOH CHENU(UKON; yHpakHEeHUS B



MEKKYJIBTYPHOM UTEHHU-HAOMIOACHUN; YIPAKHEHUS B MEXKKYJIbTYPHOM CpaBHEHUU,
yHpaKHEHUSI B MIPUMEHEHUH HOBOTO MEKKYJIBTYPHOI'O 3HAHMSI.

N3BecTHO, YTO OJHOM W3 IJIaBHBIX NPUYUH HEMOHWMAaHUSl MPU MEKKYJHLTYPHOM
OOIICHUM SIBIISIETCSI HE pa3JIMuve S3bIKOB, a Pa3JIMuMEe HAIMOHAIBHBIX CO3HAHUUI
KOMMYHUKAHTOB. B OCHOBE MUpPOBUACHUS U MHUPOBOCIPHSITUSL JISKUT CBOSI CHUCTEMA
NPEAMETHBIX 3HAYEHUN U COLIMAIIBHBIX CTEPEOTHUIIOB, TIO3TOMY CO3HAHHUE YEJIOBEKA BCETIa
THUYECKH 00ycnoBiaeHo. C  0co00il  SIPKOCTBIO MHUPOBHJCHUE TMPOSBISETCS B
KOMMYHHUKATUBHOM TIOBEJICHMM TMPEJCTABUTEICH pa3IMYHbIX JIMHIBOKYJIBTYp. B
O0COOEHHOCTSX KOMMYHUKATUBHOTO CO3HAHUS JIGKHT MpoOsaeMa paziInyuid B TOBEJICHUU.
TpynHocTH B MEXKKYJIBTYpHOM KOMMYHHMKALIMM BO3HUKAIOT W3-32 TOrO, YTO
KOMMYHHUKAHTBI OLICHUBAIOT MOBEICHUE JPYT Apyra UCXO/s U3 CBOUX HOPM U TPaJIvILIHiA, a
TaKoKe, OOIIAsSCh HA WHOCTPAHHOM SI3bIKE, KaK MPaBUIIO, TOJB3YIOTCS STHM SI3BIKOM,
HaXO/ISICh O] BIMSHUEM CBOETO KOMMYHUKATHUBHOTO CO3HaHUS. [[pyrumu cioBamu, OHU
NEPEHOCT HAMOHAILHO-KYJILTYPHBIE CTEPEOTHUIIbI MTOBEJICHUS, XapAKTEPHBIE JIJIsl POJTHOM
JIMHIBOKYJIBTYPbIL, HA MPOLIECC OOILEHUSI C MPEACTABUTEISAMU JPYTUX JIUHTBOKYJIBTYP, U4TO
MOJKET TIPUBECTH K CEPhE3HbIM KOMMYHHUKATUBHBIM OIIMOKaM M Heyhadam. JlaHHoe
NOJIO’KEHHE OBbLIO YUTEHO HAMU IIPY OTOOPE TEM ISl U3yUYEHHUSL.

[Tocobue BKiIIOYAET B CE0sl YETHIPE TEMBI, COJIEPIKaHNE KOTOPBIX PACKPBHIBAET TAKUE
ACTIEKThI aHIJIOS3bIYHBIX KOHIIENTYAIbHOW U S3bIKOBOM KapTHH, KaK 0OCYKIEHUE TTOTO/IbI,
CBeTCKas Oecela, aHMIMICKUMA IOMOP W pasroBOphl Mo MoOOWIbHOMY Tenedony. Ilo
KKIOMY paszieny pa3paOOTaHbl YIPaKHEHHUS U MPAKTHUYECKUE 3alaHus, 1e]b KOTOPHIX
pa3BUBaTh YMEHHUS MEXKKYJIBTYPHOTO  4YTEHUs, (POPMHUpPOBATH  MEXKKYJIBTYPHBIC
rpaMMaTUYECKUE U JIEKCUYECKUE HABBIKH, a TAK)KE Pa3BUBATh YMEHHS KOMMYHHUKATHBHOIO
TIOBE/ICHUS B MEKKYJILTYPHON CUTYalluK OOIIICHMSI.

YuebHoe mocodue XapakTepu3yeTcsl BHICOKOM CTENEHBIO OCBEIEHHUS MPAKTHYECKIX
BOIPOCOB KOMMYHHMKATUBHOTO TMOBEJICHHUS B AHIJIOSN3BIYHOM KYJBTYpPE U aKTYalTbHOCTHIO
MaTepraia, MOMISKAIIEro u3ydeHHt0. OCBOECHHME TAHHOTO Marepuallia COOTBETCTBYET
npo(heCCHOHAIBHBIM U JIMYHOCTHBIM HMHTEpEcaM OOYYaroIIMXCS, a TaKkKe COJCPKaHHIO
y4eOHBIX MMPOrpaMM. ITO CO3/IAET ONTUMAIbHBIE YCIOBHS JUIsl OPraHu3aliy JJMYHOCTHOI'O
OOIIEHUS U TPEHUPOBKH B MEXKYJIFTYPHOM OOIIIEHUH B MIPOIECCE 0OYUEHUSI aHTITMICKOMY
s3BIKY [16].

JlanHoe mocOoOMEe MOXKET OBbITh KCHOJNB30BAHO HA 3aHATHAX 1O JUCHUILTMHAM
«[IpakTryeckuii Kypc MepBOro MHOCTPAHHOTO sI3bIKA (AHTTIMHCKHN S3BIK)», «IIpakTHkym
10 KYyJIbType pPEYeBOro OOIICHUS (aHITIMHCKHMIA s3BIK)», «VHOCTpaHHBIA S3BIK B
po(heCCUOHAILHON ~ JICATETIHHOCTIY, JJIsl OpPraHW3allid  CaMOCTOSITENIFHON — PabOThI
o0yYarolmxcss B COOTBETCTBUM C TMPOrpaMMON MO AUCHMIUIMHE «MeXKyJIbTypHas
KOMMYHUKAIMA B TPO(ECCHOHATLHON JEITETbHOCTHY | Ap. TakKe OHO MOXKET OBITh
MOJIE3HO JUISl IIMPOKOTO Kpyra JIML, >KEIAIOIIMX YIyUIIUTh CBOE BIAJICHUE aHTJIMICKAM
SI3BIKOM, @ UMEHHO COBEPIIIEHCTBOBATh YMEHHUSI MEXKYJIbTYPHOIO YTEHHS U PaCIIUPUThH
COLIMOKYJIBTYPHBIE 3HAHMSL.



UNIT 1
THE WEATHER

WEATHER

Pre-reading

Exercise 1.

What do you know about the weather in the British Isles? Do you know what
conversations about the weather are really about? What rules of etiquette do English
people observe when they talk about the weather?

Exercise 2.

Study the following words and expressions:

blizzard — a snowstorm with very strong winds

hailstorm — a storm during which hail falls from the sky

reserve — the quality that somebody has when they do not talk easily to other
people about their ideas, feelings, etc.

a breach of etiquette - an action that breaks the formal rules of correct or polite
behavior in society

Discourteous —having bad manners and not showing respect for other people

reciprocity — a situation in which two people, countries, etc. provide the same
help or advantages to each other

quirks — an aspect of somebody’s personality or behavior that is a little strange

coarse - rude and offensive

distasteful — unpleasant or offensive

inhibition — a shy or nervous feeling that stops you from expressing your real
thoughts or feelings



ingenious — (of a person) having a lot of clever new ideas and good at inventing
things

dismissive — showing that you do not believe a person or thing to be important
or worth considering

put something down to something — to consider that something is caused by
something

to override — to be more important than something

deliberately — intentionally

to belittle — to make somebody or the things that somebody does seem
unimportant

to be sniffy about something —(informal)not approving of somebody/something
because you think they are not good enough for you

to reciprocate — to behave or feel towards somebody in the same way as they
behave or feel towards you

Reading

Exercise 3. What is special about the weather in Britain? What are the rules
of English weather-speak? Why do foreigners think that the English are
obsessed with the subject of the weather? If you need some information to
answer these questions, read the following article.

THE WEATHER

Any discussion of English conversation, like any English conversation, must
begin with The Weather. I shall, like every other writer on Englishness, quote Dr
Johnson’s famous comment that ‘When two Englishmen meet, their first talk is of the
weather’, and point out that this observation is as accurate now as it was over two
hundred years ago.

This, however, is the point at which most commentators either stop, or try, and
fail, to come up with a convincing explanation for the English ‘obsession’ with the
weather. They fail because their premise is mistaken: they assume that our
conversations about the weather are conversations about the weather. In other words,
they assume that we talk about the weather because we have a keen (indeed
pathological) interest in the subject. Most of them then try to figure out what it is
about the English weather that is so fascinating.

Bill Bryson, for example, concludes that the English weather is not at all
fascinating, and presumably that our obsession with it is therefore inexplicable: ‘To
an outsider, the most striking thing about the English weather is that there is not very
much of it. All those phenomena that elsewhere give nature an edge of excitement,
unpredictability and danger — tornadoes, monsoons, raging blizzards, run-for-your-
life hailstorms — are almost wholly unknown in the British Isles.’

Jeremy Paxman takes umbrage at Bryson’s dismissive comments, and argues
that the English weather is intrinsically fascinating:
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‘Bryson misses the point. The English fixation with the weather is nothing to do
with histrionics — like the English countryside, it is, for the most part, dramatically
undramatic. The interest is less in the phenomena themselves, but in uncertainty . . .
one of the few things you can say about England with absolute certainty is that it has
a lot of weather. It may not include tropical cyclones but life at the edge of an ocean
and the edge of a continent means you can never be entirely sure what you’re going
to get.’

My research has convinced me that both Bryson and Paxman are missing the
point, which is that our conversations about the weather are not really about the
weather at all: English weather-speak is a form of code, evolved to help us overcome
our natural reserve and actually talk to each other. Everyone knows, for example, that
‘Nice day, isn’t it?°, ‘Ooh, isn’t it cold?’, ‘Still raining, eh?’ and other variations on
the theme are not requests for meteorological data: they are ritual greetings,
conversation-starters or default ‘fillers’. In other words, English weather-speak is a
form of ‘grooming talk’.

THE RULES OF ENGLISH WEATHER-SPEAK
The Reciprocity Rule

Jeremy Paxman cannot understand why a ‘middle-aged blonde’ he encounters
outside the Met Office in Bracknell says ‘Ooh, isn’t it cold?’, and he puts this
irrational behaviour down to a distinctively English ‘capacity for infinite surprise at
the weather’. In fact, ‘Ooh, isn’t it cold?’ — like ‘Nice day, isn’t it?’ and all the others
— is English code for ‘I’d like to talk to you — will you talk to me?’, or, if you like,
simply another way of saying ‘hello’. The hapless female was just trying to strike up
a conversation with Mr Paxman. Not necessarily a long conversation — just a mutual
acknowledgement, an exchange of greetings. Under the rules of weather-speak, all he
was required to say was ‘Mm, yes, isn’t it?” or some other equally meaningless ritual
response, which i1s code for ‘Yes, I'll talk to you/greet you’. By failing to respond at
all, Paxman committed a minor breach of etiquette, effectively conveying the rather
discourteous message ‘No, I will not exchange greetings with you’. (This was not a
serious transgression, however, as the rules of privacy and reserve override those of
sociability: talking to strangers is never compulsory.)

‘Nice day, isn’t it?’ is not a real question about the weather. Comments about
the weather are phrased as questions (or with an interrogative intonation) because
they require a response — but the reciprocity is the point, not the content. Any
interrogative remark on the weather will do to initiate the process, and any mumbled
confirmation (or even near-repetition, as in ‘Yes, isn’t it?”) will do as a response.

The Context Rule

A principal rule concerns the contexts in which weather-speak can be used. In fact,



there are three quite specific contexts in which weather-speak is prescribed.
Weatherspeak can be used:

eas a simple greeting

eas an ice-breaker leading to conversation on other matters

eas a ‘default’, ‘filler’ or ‘displacement’ subject, when conversation on other
matters falters, and there is an awkward or uncomfortable lull.

Admittedly, this rule does allow for rather a lot of weather-speak — hence the
impression that we talk of little else. A typical English conversation may well start
with a weather-speak greeting, progress to a bit more weather-speak ice-breaking,
and then ‘default’ to weather-speak at regular intervals. It is easy to see why many
foreigners, and even many English commentators, have assumed that we must be
obsessed with the subject.

The changeable and unpredictable nature of the English weather makes it a
particularly suitable facilitator of social interaction.

The Agreement Rule

The English have clearly chosen a highly appropriate aspect of our own familiar
natural world as a social facilitator: the capricious and erratic nature of our weather
ensures that there is always something new to comment on, be surprised by, speculate
about, moan about, or, perhaps most importantly, agree about. Which brings us to
another important rule of English weather-speak: always agree. This rule was noted
by the Hungarian humorist George Mikes, who wrote that in England ‘You must
never contradict anybody when discussing the weather’. We have already established
that weather-speak greetings or openers such as ‘Cold, isn’t it?” must be reciprocated,
but etiquette also requires that the response express agreement, as in ‘Yes, isn’t it?’ or
‘Mmm, very cold’.

Failure to agree in this manner is a serious breach of etiquette. In the same way,
it would be very rude to respond to ‘Ooh, isn’t it cold?’ with ‘No, actually, it’s quite
mild’. Such responses are extremely rare, almost unheard of. Nobody will tell you
that there is a rule about this; they are not even conscious of following a rule: it just
simply 1sn’t done.

If you deliberately break the rule, you will find that the atmosphere becomes
rather tense and awkward, and possibly somewhat huffy. No one will actually
complain or make a big scene about it, but they will be offended, and this will show
in subtle ways. There may be an uncomfortable silence, then someone may say, in
piqued tones, ‘Well, it feels cold to me,” or ‘Really? Do you think so?” — or, most
likely, they will either change the subject or continue talking about the weather
among themselves, politely, if frostily, ignoring your faux pas.

Exceptions to the Agreement Rule

This sort of gracious fudging is possible because the rules of English weather-
speak are complex, and there are often exceptions and subtle variations. In the case of
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the agreement rule, the main variation concerns personal taste or differences in
weather-sensitivity. You must always agree with ‘factual’ statements about the
weather (these are almost invariably phrased as questions but, as we have already
established, this is because they require a social response, not a rational answer),
even when they are quite obviously wrong. You may, however, express personal likes
and dislikes that differ from those of your companions, or express your disagreement
in terms of personal quirks or sensibilities.

An appropriate response to ‘Ooh, isn’t it cold?’, if you find you really cannot
simply agree, would be ‘Yes, but I really rather like this sort of weather — quite
invigorating, don’t you think?’ or ‘Yes, but you know I don’t tend to notice the cold
much — this feels quite warm to me’. Note that both of these responses start with an
expression of agreement, even though in the second case this is followed by a blatant
self-contradiction: ‘Yes . . . this feels quite warm to me.’ It is perfectly acceptable to
contradict oneself in this manner, etiquette being far more important than logic, but if
you truly cannot bring yourself to start with the customary ‘Yes’, this may be
replaced by a positive-sounding ‘Mmm’ accompanied by a nod — still an expression
of agreement, but rather less emphatic.

Even better would be the traditional mustn’t-grumble response: ‘Yes [or Mmm-
with-nod], but at least it’s not raining.” If you have a liking for cold weather, or do
not find it cold, this response virtually guarantees that you and your shivering
acquaintance will reach happy agreement. Everyone always agrees that a cold, bright
day is preferable to a rainy one — or, at least, it is customary to express this opinion.

The Weather-as-family Rule

While we may spend much of our time moaning about our weather, foreigners
are not allowed to criticize it. In this respect, we treat the English weather like a
member of our family: one can complain about the behaviour of one’s own children
or parents, but any hint of censure from an outsider is unacceptable, and very bad
manners.

Although we are aware of the relatively undramatic nature of the English
weather — the lack of extreme temperatures, monsoons, tempests, tornadoes and
blizzards — we become extremely touchy and defensive at any suggestion that our
weather is therefore inferior or uninteresting. The worst possible weather-speak
offence is one mainly committed by foreigners, particularly Americans, and that is to
belittle the English weather. When the summer temperature reaches the high twenties,
and we moan, ‘Phew, isn’t it hot?’, we do not take kindly to visiting Americans or
Australians laughing and scoffing and saying ‘Call this hot? This is nothing. You
should come to Texas [Brisbane] if you wanna see hot!’

Not only is this kind of comment a serious breach of the agreement rule, and the
weather-as-family rule, but it also represents a grossly quantitative approach to the
weather, which we find coarse and distasteful. Size, we sniffily point out, isn’t
everything, and the English weather requires an appreciation of subtle changes and
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understated nuances, rather than a wvulgar obsession with mere volume and
magnitude.

Indeed, the weather may be one of the few things about which the English are
still unselfconsciously and unashamedly patriotic.

WEATHER-SPEAK RULES AND ENGLISHNESS

The rules of English weather-speak tell us quite a lot about Englishness. We see
clear signs of reserve and social inhibition, but also the ingenious use of ‘facilitators’
to overcome these handicaps. The agreement rule and its exceptions provide hints
about the importance of politeness and avoidance of conflict — and the precedence of
etiquette over logic. The moderation rule reveals a dislike and disapproval of
extremes, and the weather-as-family rule exposes a perhaps surprising patriotism.

Exercise 4.
Complete the following sentences with the words from the text.

1. English weather-speak is a form of code, evolved to help us overcome our
natural  and actually talk to each other. (the quality that somebody has when they
do not talk easily to other people about their ideas, feelings)

2. The rules of privacy and reserve  those of sociability: talking to strangers
1s never compulsory. (be more important than something)

3. Comments about the weather are phrased as questions because they require a
response — but the  is the point, not the content. (a situation in which two people,
countries, etc. provide the same help or advantages to each other)

4. The changeable and  nature of the English weather makes it a particularly
suitable facilitator of social interaction. (that cannot be predicted because it changes a
lot or depends on too many different things)

5. You must never _ anybody when discussing the weather. (say that
something that somebody else has said is wrong, and that the opposite is true)

6. If you  break the rule, you will find that the atmosphere becomes rather
tense and awkward. (intentionally)

7. Everyone always agrees that a cold, bright day is preferable to a rainy one —
or, at least, itis _ to express this opinion. (typical)

8. The worst possible weather-speak offence is one mainly committed by
foreigners, particularly Americans, and that is to belittle the English weather. (to
make somebody or the things that somebody does seem unimportant)

9. Size, we ___ point out, isn’t everything, and the English weather requires an
appreciation of subtle changes. (in a disapproving way)

10. Although we are aware of the relatively undramatic nature of the English
weather — the lack of extreme temperatures, monsoons, tempests, tornadoes and ~ —
we become extremely touchy and defensive at any suggestion that our weather is
therefore inferior or uninteresting. (snowstorms with very strong winds)

Exercise 5.
12



Fill in the blanks with the prepositions where necessary.

1. Most commentators assume that we talk about the weather because we
have a keen interest _ the subject.

2. ___ the rules of weather-speak, all he was required to say was ‘Mm, yes,
isn’t it?’

3. You may, however, express personal likes and dislikes that differ
those of your companions

4. You may express your disagreement  terms of personal quirks or
sensibilities.

5. If you have a liking  cold weather, or do not find it cold, this

response virtually guarantees that you and your shivering acquaintance will reach
happy agreement.

6. Failure to agree in this manner is a serious breach ___ etiquette.

7. Any interrogative remark _ the weather will do to initiate the process.

8. The English weather requires an appreciation of subtle changes and
understated nuances, rather than a vulgar obsession  mere volume and magnitude.

9. The weather may be one of the few things  which the English are still
unselfconsciously and unashamedly patriotic.

10. Not only is this kind of comment a serious breach of the agreement rule,

and the weather-as-family rule, but it also represents a grossly quantitative approach
___the weather.

Exercise 6.
Fill in the blanks with the articles where necessary.

1. They try to figure out what it is about  English weather that is so
fascinating.

2. By failing to respond at all, Paxman committed a minor breach of etiquette,
effectively conveying  rather discourteous message ‘No, I will not exchange
greetings with you’.

3. Talking to  strangers is never compulsory.

4. Everyone always agrees that  cold, bright day is preferable to  rainy one
— or, at least, it is customary to express this opinion.

5. In this respect, we treat the English weather like  member of our family:
one can complain about  behaviour of one’s own children or parents, but any hint
of censure from _ outsider is unacceptable.

6. In __ case of the agreement rule,  main variation concerns personal taste
or differences in weather-sensitivity.

7. The rules of  English weather-speak tell us quite a lot about  Englishness.

8. capricious and erratic nature of our weather ensures that there is always
something new to comment on.

Exercise 7.
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Read the following statements. Decide whether each statement is true or
false. Compare your answers with those of a classmate

1. Most commentators think that the English talk about the weather because they
have an unflagging interest in the subject.

2. Foreigners usually fail to explain the English obsession with the subject of the
weather.

3. Bill Bryson thinks the English obsession with the weather is easy to explain.

4. Such natural phenomena as tornadoes, blizzards and hailstorms are common
in the British Isles.

5. Talking about the weather helps the English to overcome their natural reserve.

6. ‘Nice day, isn’t it?’ is a question about the weather.

7. Etiquette requires that the response to comments about the weather express
agreement.

8. When you hear a remark like ‘Cold, isn’t it?’, you should reciprocate with a
remark of your own.

9. The English are likely to complain loudly if you deliberately break the
agreement rule.

10. There are no exceptions or variations to the agreement rule when talking
about the weather.

Exercise 8.
Discuss the following questions with your partner.

1. Why are comments about the weather phrased as questions?

2. What should a response to a comment about the weather be like?

3. What makes many foreigners think that the English are obsessed with the
subject of the weather?

4. What aspects of the English weather make it a good facilitator of
communication?

5. What are the etiquette rules of English weather-speak?

6. In what ways is it possible to respond politely to statements about the weather
if you feel you cannot give a reciprocating response?

7. What is the suitable way of responding to a statement about the weather if the
statement is obviously wrong?

8. What is more important when talking about the weather: being polite or being
logical?

9. Do the English like it when foreigners criticize the weather? Why? Why not?

10. What is the worst possible weather-speak offence committed by foreigners?

Exercise 9. Compare the etiquette rules of talking about the weather in
England and in Russia. Complete the table.
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Rules to be compared

England

Russia

weather-speak
agreement rule

the context rule

the reciprocity rule

the weather-as-family
rule

Exercise 10.

1. Look at the following picture. Imagine that you are talking to an Englishman
about the weather and you can’t simply agree. Respond to the statement about the

weather:
‘Nice day, isn’t it?’

2. Look at the following picture. Work in pairs. Imagine that you are talking to

an Englishman about the weather and you can’t simply agree.

Student 1: Project yourself into the skin of the person in the picture and begin

the weather-speak.

Student 2: Respond to the statement about the weather to keep up the

conversation.
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3. Look at the following picture and imagine that you talking to the person in the
picture. Respond to the statement about the weather:
‘Cold, 1sn’t it?’

Exercise 11.

Read the following information about the way the British speak about the
weather. Comment on the card below. Why is it funny?

16



Lesson Forty-fom
“/ENGLISH &5
’b‘ \0 Conversation

Use this handy card whenever you want to start a conversation
with a British person* Just look them in the eye and say the
conversation starter for your level. It's as easy as that!

Elementary

it It's a nice day today, isn't it? %

Intermediate

“ Bit of a cold wind today, isn't there?
— Looks like we're in for some rain later.

¢

A trough of low pressure is sweeping down

__ from south-east Iceland, bringing fog and frost
to low-lying areas, with scattered thunderstorms
in the west and a belt of rain, which may fall as
sleet or snow over the Pennines, moving across
the whole country by tomorrow lunchtime.

*Don’t worry if you can't understand their reply — just keep smiling!

Tourists like you are Yes, it is, isn't it? :
ruining this place! B ‘
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UNIT 2
GROOMING - TALK

THE RULES OF INTRODUCTION

Pre-reading

Exercise 1.

What do you know about the English rules of introduction, greeting and leave-
taking? Do you know what conversations about the weather are really about? What
rules of etiquette do English people observe when they talk about the weather?

Exercise 2.
Study the following words and expressions:

Setting — a set of surroundings, the place at which something happens.

Omission—a thing that has not been included or done.

Prejudice — an unreasonable dislike of or preference for a person, group,
custom, etc., especially when it is based on their race, religion, sex, etc.

Dithering — the state of not being able to decide what you should do.
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Glib — (disapproving) of speakers and speech) using words that are clever, but
are not sincere, and do not show much thought.

Gossip - (disapproving) informal talk or stories about other people’s private
lives, that may be unkind or not true.

Evaluation — forming an opinion of the amount, value or quality of something
after thinking about it carefully.

Innocuous - (formal) not intended to offend or upset anyone; not harmful or
dangerous.

To overstate the importance — to say something in a way that make it seem
more important than it really is.

To wince—to suddenly make an expression with your face that shows that you
are feeling pain or embarrassment

Obliging — very willing to help.

Explicit — said, done or shown in an open or direct way, so that you do not
doubt what is happening; (of a statement or piece of writing) clear and easy to
understand.

To be bandied about — (usually passive) to be mentioned frequently by many
people.

To sneer at — to show that you have no respect for somebody on your face or by
the way you speak.

Disclosure — (formal) the act of making something known or public that was
previously secret or private.

To divulge - (formal) to give somebody information that is supposed to be
secret.

Feedback — advice, criticism or information about how good or useful
something or somebody’s work is.

At random — without thinking or deciding in advance what is going to happen.

Minute - very detailed, careful and thorough.

Abhorrence — (formal) a feeling of strong hatred, especially for moral reasons.

Hypocrisy — behavior in which somebody pretends to have moral standards or
opinions that they do not actually have.

Reading

Exercise 3.

Are there etiquette rules to follow in initial introductions? What is the only
correct way to introduce yourself in social situations? How do the English treat the
phrase ‘Pleased to meet you’? What are the rules of English gossip? If you need
some information to answer these questions, read the following article.

GROOMING - TALK

Grooming-talk starts with greeting-talk. Weather-speak is needed in this context
partly because greetings and introductions are such an awkward business for the
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English.

Awkwardness Rules

Our introductions and greetings tend to be uncomfortable, clumsy and inelegant.
Among established friends, there is less awkwardness, although we are often still not
quite sure what to do with our hands, or whether to hug or kiss. The French custom of
a kiss on each cheek has become popular among the chattering classes and some
other middle- and upper-middle-class groups, but is regarded as silly and pretentious
by many other sections of society, particularly when it takes the form of the ‘air-kiss’.
Women who use this variant (and it is only women; men do not air-kiss) are
disparagingly referred to as ‘Mwah-Mwahs’. Even in the social circles where cheek-
kissing is acceptable, one can still never be entirely sure whether one kiss or two is
required, resulting in much awkward hesitation and bumping as the parties try to
second-guess each other.

Handshakes are now the norm in business introductions — or rather, they are the
norm when people in business are introduced to each other for the first time.
Ironically, the first introduction, where a degree of formality is expected, is the
easiest. (Note, though, that the English handshake is always somewhat awkward, very
brief, performed ‘at arm’s length’, and without any of the spare-hand involvement —
clasping, forearm patting, etc. — found in less inhibited cultures.)

At subsequent meetings, particularly as business contacts get to know each other
better, a handshake greeting often starts to seem to0 formal, but cheek-kisses would
be too informal, and in any case not allowed between males, so we revert to the usual
embarrassed confusion, with no-one being quite sure what to do. This is
excruciatingly English: over-formality is embarrassing, but so is an inappropriate
degree of informality (that problem with extremes again).

The No-name Rule

In purely social situations, the difficulties are even more acute. There is no
universal prescription of handshakes on initial introduction — indeed, they may be
regarded as too ‘businesslike’ — and the normal business practice of giving one’s
name at this point is also regarded as inappropriate. You do not go up to someone at a
party (or in any other social setting) and say ‘Hello, I’'m John Smith,” or even ‘Hello,
I’m John.” In fact, the only correct way to introduce yourself in such settings is not to
introduce yourself at all, but to find some other way of initiating a conversation —
such as a remark about the weather.

The ‘brash American’ approach: ‘Hi, I'm Bill from lowa,” particularly if
accompanied by an outstretched hand and beaming smile, makes the English wince
and cringe. The English do not want to know your name, or tell you theirs, until a
much greater degree of intimacy has been established. Rather than giving your name,
you should strike up a conversation by making a vaguely interrogative comment
about the weather (or the party or pub or wherever you happen to be). This must not
be done too loudly, and the tone should be light and informal, not earnest or intense.

Eventually, there may be an opportunity to exchange names, providing this can
be achieved in a casual, unforced manner, although it is always best to wait for the
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other person to take the initiative. Should you reach the end of a long, friendly
evening without having introduced yourself, you may say, on parting, ‘Goodbye, nice
to meet you, er, oh — I didn’t catch your name?’ as though you have only just noticed
the omission. Your new acquaintance should then divulge his or her name, and you
may now, at last, introduce yourself — but in an offhand way, as though it is not a
matter of any importance: ‘I’m Bill, by the way.’

The ‘Pleased to Meet You’ Problem

In a small social gathering such as a dinner party, the host may solve the name
problem by introducing guests to each other by name, but these are still awkward
moments. ‘How are you?’, despite having much the same meaning, and being equally
recognised as a non-question (the correct response is ‘Very well, thank you’ or ‘Fine,
thanks’ whatever your state of health or mind), will not do in initial introductions, as
custom dictates that it may only be used as a greeting between people who already
know each other. Even though it does not require an honest answer, ‘How are you?’
is far too personal and intimate a question for first-time introductions.

The most common solution, nowadays, is ‘Pleased to meet you’ (or ‘Nice to
meet you’ or something similar). But in some social circles — mainly upper-middle
class and above — the problem with this common response is that it is just that:
‘common’, meaning a lower class thing to say.

The prejudice against ‘Pleased to meet you’ is still quite widespread, often
among people who do not know why it is that they feel uneasy about using the
phrase. They just have a vague sense that there is something not quite right about it.
Formality is embarrassing. But then, informality is embarrassing. Everything is
embarrassing.

The Embarrassment Rule

In fact, the only rule one can identify with any certainty in all this confusion
over introductions and greetings is that, to be impeccably English, one must perform
these rituals badly. One must appear self-conscious, ill at ease, stiff, awkward and,
above all, embarrassed. Smoothness, glibness and confidence are inappropriate and
unEnglish. Hesitation, dithering and ineptness are, surprising as it may seem, correct
behaviour. Introductions should be performed as hurriedly as possible, but also with
maximum inefficiency. If disclosed at all, names must be mumbled; hands should be
tentatively half-proffered and then clumsily withdrawn; the approved greeting is
something like ‘Er, how, um, plstm-, er, hello?’

THE RULES OF ENGLISH GOSSIP

Following the customary awkward introductions and uncomfortable greetings,
and a bit of ice-breaking weather speak, we move on to other forms of grooming-talk.
(‘One must speak a little, you know,’ as Elizabeth said to Darcy, ‘It would look odd
to be entirely silent.”)

Strangers may stick to The Weather and other relatively neutral topics almost
indefinitely (although actually The Weather is the only topic that is entirely). But the
most common form of grooming-talk among friends, in England as elsewhere, is
gossip. The English are certainly a nation of gossips. Recent studies in this country
have shown that about two-thirds of our conversation time is entirely devoted to
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social topics such as who is doing what with whom; who is ‘in’, who is ‘out’ and
why; how to deal with difficult social situations; the behaviour and relationships of
friends, family and celebrities; our own problems with family, friends, lovers,
colleagues and neighbours; the minutiae of everyday social life — in a word: gossip.

Researchers have found that about half of ‘gossip time’ is taken up with
discussion of the activities of the speaker or the immediate audience, rather than the
doings of other people. Although it has been shown that criticism and negative
evaluations account for only about five per cent of gossip time, gossip does generally
involve the expression of opinions or feelings. Among the English, you will find that
these opinions or feelings may often be implied, rather than directly stated, or
conveyed more subtly in the tone of voice, but we rarely share details about ‘who is
doing what with whom’ without providing some indication of our views on the
matter.

Privacy Rules

Gossip may be particularly important to the English, because of our obsession
with privacy. When I conducted interviews and focus-group discussions on gossip
with English people of different ages and social backgrounds, it became clear that
their enjoyment of gossip had much to do with the element of ‘risk’ involved.
Although most of our gossip is fairly innocuous (criticism and negative evaluations
of others account for only five per cent of gossip time), it is still talk about people’s
‘private’ lives, and as such involves a sense of doing something naughty or forbidden.

The ‘invasion of privacy’ involved in gossip is particularly relevant for the
reserved and inhibited English, for whom privacy is an especially serious matter. It is
impossible to overstate the importance of privacy in English culture. George Orwell
observes that: ‘The most hateful of all names in an English ear is Nosy Parker.’

We are taught to mind our own business, not to pry, to keep ourselves to
ourselves, not to make a scene or a fuss or draw attention to ourselves, and never to
wash our dirty linen in public. It is worth noting here that ‘How are you?’ is only
treated as a ‘real’ question among very close personal friends or family; everywhere
else, the automatic, ritual response is ‘Fine, thanks’, ‘OK, thanks’, ‘Oh, mustn’t
grumble’, ‘Not bad, thanks’ or some equivalent, whatever your physical or mental
state. If you are terminally ill, it is acceptable to say ‘Not bad, considering’.

The English may not gossip much more than any other culture, but our privacy
rules significantly enhance the value of gossip. ‘Private’ information is not given
away lightly or cheaply to all and sundry, but only to those we know and trust.

This is one of the reasons why foreigners often complain that the English are
cold, reserved, unfriendly and stand-offish. In most other cultures, revealing basic
personal data — your name, what you do for a living, whether you are married or have
children, where you live — is no big deal: in England, extracting such apparently
trivial information from a new acquaintance can be like pulling teeth — every question
makes us wince and recoil.

The Guessing-game Rule

It is not considered entirely polite, for example, to ask someone directly ‘What
do you do?’, although if you think about it, this is the most obvious question to put to
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a new acquaintance, and the easiest way to start a conversation. But etiquette requires
us to find a more roundabout, indirect way of discovering what people do for a living.

A comment about traffic problems in the local area, for example, will elicit the
response ‘Oh, yes, it’s a nightmare — and the rush hour is even worse: do you drive to
work?’ The other person knows exactly what question is really intended, and will
usually obligingly answer the unspoken enquiry as well as the spoken one, saying
something like: ‘Yes, but [ work at the hospital, so at least [ don’t have to get into the
town centre.” The questioner is now allowed to make a direct guess: ‘Oh, the hospital
— you’re a doctor, then?” (When two or three possible occupations are indicated, it is
polite to name the highest-status one as a first guess — doctor rather than nurse, porter
or medical student; solicitor rather than secretary. Also, even though an explicit guess
is permitted at this stage, it is best expressed as an interrogative statement, rather than
as a direct question.)

When the person’s occupation is finally revealed, it is customary, however
boring or predictable this occupation might be, to express surprise. The standard
response to ‘Yes, [ am a doctor [or teacher, accountant, IT manager, secretary, etc.]’
is ‘Oh, really?!” as though the occupation were both unexpected and fascinating. This
1s almost invariably followed by an embarrassed pause, as you search desperately for
an appropriate comment or question about the person’s profession — and he or she
tries to think of something modest, amusing, but somehow also impressive, to say in
response.

Similar guessing-game techniques are often used to find out where people live,
whether they are married, what school or university they went to, and so on. Some
direct questions are more impolite than others. It is less rude, for example, to ask
“Where do you live?’ than ‘What do you do?’, but even this relatively inoffensive
question is much better phrased in a more indirect manner, such as ‘Do you live
nearby?’ It is more acceptable to ask whether someone has children than to ask
whether he or she is married, so the former question is generally used as a roundabout
way of prompting clues that will provide the answer to the latter. (Many married
English males do not wear wedding rings, so the children question is often used by
single females to encourage them to reveal their marital status. This can only be done
in an appropriate conversational context, however, as asking the children question
‘out of the blue’ would be too obvious an attempt to ascertain a male’s availability.)

The English privacy rules ensure that any more interesting details about our
lives and relationships are reserved for close friends and family. This is ‘privileged’
information, not to be bandied about indiscriminately. The English take a certain
pride in this trait, and sneer at the stereotyped Americans who ‘tell you all about their
divorce, their hysterectomy and their therapist within five minutes of meeting you’.
This cliché, although not entirely without foundation, probably tells us more about
the English and our privacy rules than it does about the Americans.

The Distance Rule

Among the English, gossip about one’s own private doings is reserved for
intimates; gossip about the private lives of friends and family is shared with a slightly
wider social circle; gossip about the personal affairs of acquaintances, colleagues and
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neighbours with a larger group; and gossip about the intimate details of public
figures’ or celebrities’ lives with almost anyone. This is the distance rule. The more
‘distant” from you the subject of gossip, the wider the circle of people with whom
you may gossip about that person.

The distance rule allows gossip to perform its vital social functions — social
bonding; clarification of position and status; assessment and management of
reputations; transmission of social skills, norms and values — without undue invasion
of privacy.

If, for example, you want to find out about an English person’s attitudes and
feelings on a sensitive subject, such as, say, marriage, you do not ask about his or her
own marriage — you talk about someone else’s marriage, preferably that of a remote
public figure not personally known to either of you. When you are better acquainted
with the person, you can discuss the domestic difficulties of a colleague or neighbour,
or perhaps even a friend or relative. (If you do not happen to have colleagues or
relatives with suitably dysfunctional marriages, you can always invent these people.)

The Reciprocal Disclosure Strategy

If you are determined to find out about your new English friend’s own marital
relations, or any other ‘private’ matter, you will probably have to resort to the
Reciprocal Disclosure Strategy. There is a more or less universal rule whereby people
almost unconsciously try to achieve some degree of symmetry or balance in their
conversations, such that if you tell them something about your own ‘private’ life, the
other person will feel obliged, if only out of reflex politeness, to reciprocate with a
comparably personal disclosure.

Among the English, however, you would be advised to start with a very minor,
trivial disclosure — something that barely counts as ‘private’ at all, and that can be
dropped into the conversation casually — and work up, step by step, from this
innocuous starting point.

Exception to the Privacy Rules

There is a curious exception to the privacy rules. I call it the ‘print exception’:
we may discuss in print (newspapers, magazines, books, etc.) private matters that we
would be reluctant or embarrassed to talk about with, say, a new acquaintance at a
party. It may seem strange or even perverse, but it is somehow more acceptable to
divulge details of one’s personal life in a book, newspaper column or magazine
article than to do so in the much less public arena of a small social gathering.

Actually, this is one of those ‘exceptions that proves the rule’. A newspaper or
magazine columnist may tell millions of complete strangers about her messy divorce,
her breast cancer, her eating disorder, her worries about cellulite, or whatever, but she
will not take kindly to being asked personal questions about such matters by an
individual stranger at a private social event. Her taboo-breaking is purely
professional; in real life, she observes the English privacy and distance rules like
everyone else, discussing private matters only with close friends, and regarding
personal questions from anyone outside this inner circle as impertinent and intrusive.

The ‘print exception’ is sometimes extended to cover other media such as
television or radio documentaries and chat-shows.
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There are, of course, in England as elsewhere, some people who will do or say
or reveal almost anything, anywhere, to achieve their ‘fifteen minutes of fame’, or to
score points off someone, or to make money. But those who break the privacy rules
(and these are clearly breaches, not exceptions) in this blatant manner are a tiny
minority, and their antics are generally reviled and ridiculed by the rest of the
population, indicating that observance of these rules is still the norm.

Sex Differences in English Gossip Rules

Contrary to popular belief, researchers have found that men gossip just as much
as women. Men were certainly found to be no more likely than women to discuss
‘important’ or ‘highbrow’ subjects such as politics, work, art and cultural matters —
except (and this was a striking difference) when women were present. On their own,
men gossip, with no more than five per cent of conversation time devoted to non-
social subjects such as work or politics. It is only in mixed-sex groups, where there
are women to impress, that the proportion of male conversation time devoted to these
more ‘highbrow’ subjects increases dramatically, to between 15 and 20 per cent.

In fact, recent research has revealed only one significant difference, in terms of
content, between male and female gossip: men spend much more time talking about
themselves. Of the total time devoted to conversation about social relationships, men
spend two thirds talking about their own relationships, while women only talk about
themselves one third of the time.

Despite these findings, the myth is still widely believed, particularly among
males, that men spend their conversations ‘solving the world’s problems’, while the
womenfolk gossip in the kitchen. In my focus groups and interviews, most English
males initially claimed that they did not gossip, while most of the females readily
admitted that they did. On further questioning, however, the difference turned out to
be more a matter of semantics than practice: what the women were happy to call
‘gossip’, the men defined as ‘exchanging information’.

In my gossip research, I found that the main difference between male and female
gossip is that female gossip actually sounds like gossip. There seem to be three
principal factors involved: the tone rule, the detail rule and the feedback rule.

The Tone Rule

The English women I interviewed all agreed that a particular tone of voice was
considered appropriate for gossip. The gossip-tone should be high and quick, or
sometimes a stage whisper, but always highly animated. ‘Gossip’s got to start with
something like [quick, high-pitched, excited tone] “Oooh — Guess what? Guess
what?”’ explained one woman, ‘or “Hey, listen, listen [quick, urgent, stage-whisper]
— you know what I heard?””” Another told me: ‘You have to make it sound surprising
or scandalous, even when it isn’t really. You’ll go, “Well, don’t tell anyone, but . . .”
even when it’s not really that big of a secret.’

Many of the women complained that men failed to adopt the correct tone of
voice, recounting items of gossip in the same flat, unemotional manner as any other
piece of information, such that, as one woman sniffed, ‘You can’t even tell it’s
gossip.” Which, of course, is exactly the impression the males wish to give.
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The Detail Rule

Females also stressed the importance of detail in the telling of gossip, and again
bemoaned the shortcomings of males in this matter, claiming that men ‘never know
the details’. ‘Men just don’t do the he-said-she-said thing,” one informant told me,
‘and it’s no good unless you actually know what people said.” Another said: ‘“Women
tend to speculate more . . . They’ll talk about why someone did something, give a
history to the situation.” For women, this detailed speculation about possible motives
and causes, requiring an exhaustive raking over ‘history’, is a crucial element of
gossip, as 1s detailed speculation about possible outcomes. English males find all this
detail boring, irrelevant and, of course, un-manly.

The Feedback Rule

Among English women, it is understood that to be a ‘good gossip’ requires more
than a lively tone and attention to detail: you also need a good audience, by which
they mean appreciative listeners who give plenty of appropriate feedback. The
feedback rule of female gossip requires that listeners be at least as animated and
enthusiastic as speakers. The reasoning seems to be that this is only polite: the
speaker has gone to the trouble of making the information sound surprising and
scandalous, so the least one can do is to reciprocate by sounding suitably shocked.
English men, according to my female informants, just don’t seem to have grasped this
rule. They do not understand that “You are supposed to say “NO! Really?”” and “Oh
my GOD!””

BONDING-TALK

English bonding-talk, another form of grooming-talk, is also largely sex-
specific: male bonding-talk looks and sounds very different from female bonding-talk
— although some of the underlying rules turn out to reflect the same basic values,
which may qualify as ‘defining characteristics’ of Englishness.

Female Bonding: the Counter-compliment Rules

English female bonding-talk often starts with a ritual exchange of compliments.
In fact, this ritual can be observed at almost every social gathering of two or more
female friends.

Observing the many variations of this ritual, and often participating as well, |
noticed that the compliments are not exchanged at random, but in a distinctive
pattern, in accordance with what I came to call the ‘counter compliment rule’. The
pattern is as follows. The opening line may be either a straight compliment, such as
‘Oh, I like your new haircut!” or a combination of a compliment and a self-critical
remark: ‘Your hair looks great; I wish I had gorgeous hair like you — mine’s so
boring and mousy.” The counter-compliment rule requires that the response to either
version contain a self-deprecating denial, and a ‘counter-compliment’, as in ‘Oh no!
My hair’s terrible. It gets so frizzy — I wish I could have it short like you, but I just
don’t have the bone structure; you’ve got such good cheekbones.” This must be
countered with another self-critical denial, and a further compliment, which prompts
yet another self-deprecating denial and yet another counter-compliment, and so the
ritual continues. There are social ‘points’ to be gained by making amusing, witty self-
critical remarks — some English women have turned this kind of humorous self-
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deprecation into an art form, and there can almost be an element of competitiveness
in their one-downmanship.

The conversation may jump from hair to shoes to thighs to professional
achievement, fitness, social skills, dating success, children, talents and
accomplishments — but the formula remains the same. No compliment is ever
accepted; no self-denigrating remark ever goes unchallenged. When a compliment is
too obviously accurate to bereceived with the customary flat or humorous denial, it is
deflected with a hasty, embarrassed ‘Well, thank you, er . . .” often followed by a
self-effacing qualification of some sort, and the inevitable counter-compliment, or at
least an attempt to change the subject.

I asked English women how they would feel about someone who just accepted a
compliment, without qualification, and didn’t offer one in return. The typical
response was that this would be regarded as impolite, unfriendly and arrogant —
‘almost as bad as boasting.” Such a person would also be seen as ‘taking herself a bit
too seriously.” One woman replied, and I swear this is true and was not prompted in
any way, ‘Well, you’d know she wasn’t English!’

Male Bonding: the Mine’s Better Than Yours Rules

The counter-compliment ritual is distinctively English, but it is also distinctively
female. One cannot even imagine men engaging in such an exchange. English men
have different means of achieving social bonding, which at first glance would appear
to involve principles diametrically opposed to those of the counter-compliment ritual.
While English women are busy paying each other compliments, English men are
usually putting each other down, in a competitive ritual that I call the
Mine’s Better Than Yours game.

‘Mine’, in this context, can be anything: a make of car, a football team, a
political party, a holiday destination, a type of beer, a philosophical theory — the
subject is of little importance. English men can turn almost any conversation, on any
topic, into a Mine’s Better Than Yours game.

The rules of the game are as follows. You start either by making a statement in
praise of your chosen ‘Mine’(electric razors, Manchester United, Foucault, German
cars, whatever) or by challenging someone else’s assertion, or implication, or hint,
that his ‘Mine’ is the best. Your statement will always be countered or challenged,
even if the other male (or males) secretly agrees with you, or could not rationally
disagree.

Although these exchanges may become quite noisy, and much swearing and
name-calling may be involved, the Mine’s Better Than Yours game will none the less
seem fairly good-natured and amicable, always with an undercurrent of humour — a
mutual understanding that the differences of opinion are not to be taken too seriously.
Swearing, sneering and insults are allowed, even expected, but storming off in a huff,
or any otherexhibition of real emotion, is not permitted. The game is all about mock
anger, pretend outrage, jokey one upmanship. However strongly you may feel about
the product, team, theory or shaving method you are defending, you must not allow
these feelings to show. Earnestness is not allowed; zeal is unmanly; both are
unEnglish and will invite ridicule. And although the name I have given the game
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might suggest boastfulness, boasting is not allowed either. The merits of your car,
razor, politics or school of literary theory can be glowingly extolled and explained in
minute detail, but your own good taste or judgement or intelligence in preferring
these must be subtly implied, rather than directly stated. Any hint of self-
aggrandizement or ostentation is severely frowned upon, unless it is done ‘ironically’,
in such an exaggerated manner as to be clearly intended as a joke.

It is also universally understood that there is no way of actually winning the
game. No-one ever capitulates, or recognises the other’s point of view. The
participants simply get bored, or tired, and change the subject, perhaps shaking their
heads in pity at their opponents’ stupidity.

The two examples of bonding-talk — counter-compliment and Mine’s Better
Than Yours — at first appear very different. But these bonding-talk rituals also have
certain important features in common, in their underlying rules and values, which
may tell us a bit more about Englishness. Both, for example, involve proscription of
boasting and prescription of humour. Both also require a degree of polite hypocrisy —
or at least concealment of one’s real opinions or feelings (feigned admiration in the
counter-compliment ritual, and fake light-heartedness in Mine’s Better Than Yours) —
and in both cases, etiquette triumphs over truth and reason.

AND FINALLY ... THE LONG GOODBYE RULE

Our leave-takings tend to be every bit as awkward, embarrassed and
incompetent as our introductions. Again, no-one has a clear idea of what to do or say,
resulting in the same aborted handshakes, clumsy cheek-bumping and half-finished
sentences as the greeting process. The only difference is that while introductions tend
to be hurried — scrambled through in an effort to get the awkwardness over with as
quickly as possible — partings, as if to compensate, are often tediously prolonged.

The initial stage of the parting process is often, deceptively, an unseemly rush,
as no-one wants to be the last to leave, for fear of ‘outstaying their welcome’ (a
serious breach of the privacy rules). Thus, as soon as one person, couple or family
stands up and starts making apologetic noises about traffic, baby-sitters, or the
lateness of the hour, everyone else immediately looks at their watch, with
exclamations of surprise, jumps totheir feet and starts hunting for coats and bags and
saying preliminary goodbyes. (It is acceptable to say ‘It was nice to meet you’ at this
point, if you are parting from people to whom you have recently been introduced —
even if you have exchanged no more than a few mumbled greetings.) If you are
visiting an English home, be warned that you should allow a good ten minutes —and it
could well be fifteen or even twenty — from these initial goodbyes to your final
departure.

Just when you think that the last farewell has been accomplished, someone
always revives the proceedings with yet another ‘Well, see you soon, then . . .”, which
prompts a further chorus of ‘Oh, yes, we must, er, goodbye . . .”, ‘Goodbye’, ‘Thanks
again’, ‘Lovely time’, ‘Oh, nothing, thank you’, ‘Well, goodbye, then . . .”, ‘Yes,
must be off — traffic, er . . .” ‘Don’t stand there getting cold, now!’, ‘No, fine, really . .
., ‘Well, goodbye . . .” Then someone will say, ‘You must come round to us next . ..’
or ‘So, I’ll email you tomorrow, then . . .” and the final chords will begin again.
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Those leaving are desperate to get away, and those hovering in the doorway are
dying to shut the door on them, but it would be impolite to give any hint of such
feelings, so everyone must make a great show of being reluctant to part. Even when
the final, final, final goodbyes have been said, and everyone is loaded into the car, a
window is often wound down to allow a few more parting words. As the leavers drive
off, hands may be held to ears with thumbs and little fingers extended in a phone-
shape, promising further communication. It is then customary for both parties to
wave lingering, non-verbal goodbyes to each other until the car is out of sight. When
the long-goodbye ordeal is over, we all heave an exhausted sigh of relief.

As often as not, we then immediately start grumbling about the very people from
whom, a moment earlier, we could apparently hardly bear to tear ourselves. ‘God, I
thought they were never going to go!” ‘The Joneses are very nice and all that, but she
does go on a bit . . . Even when we have thoroughly enjoyed the gathering, our
appreciative comments following the long goodbye will be mixed with moans about
how late it is, how tired we are, how much in need of a cup of tea/strong drink — and
how nice it is to have the place to ourselves again (or to be going home to our own
bed).

And yet, if for any reason the long goodbye has been cut short, we feel
uncomfortable, dissatisfied — and either guilty, if we have committed the breach of
the rule, or somewhat resentful, if the other parties have bit hasty in their farewells.
We may not be explicitly conscious of the fact that a rule has been broken, but we
feel a vague sense of incompleteness; we know that somehow the goodbyes have not
been said ‘properly’. To prevent such malaise, English children are indoctrinated in
the etiquette of the long-goodbye ritual from an early age: ‘Say goodbye to Granny,
now.” ‘And what do we say? We say thank you Granny!” ‘And say goodbye to
Auntie Jane.” ‘No, say goodbye NICELY!” ‘And say bye-bye to Pickles.” ‘We’re
leaving now, so say goodbye again.”‘Come on now, wave, wave bye-bye!’

The English often refer to this ritual not as ‘saying goodbye’ but as ‘saying our
goodbyes’, as in ‘I can’t come to the station, so we’ll say our goodbyes here’. I
discussed this with an American visitor, who said, ‘You know, the first time I heard
that expression, I didn’t really register the plural — or I guess I thought it meant you
said one each or something. Now I know it means a LOT of goodbyes’.
GROOMING-TALK RULES AND ENGLISHNESS

The rules of introduction confirm the weather-speaking findings on problems of
reserve and social inhibition, and show that without ‘facilitators’, we are quite unable
to overcome these difficulties. A tendency to awkwardness, embarrassment and
general social ineptitude must now be incorporated into our ‘grammar’ — an
important factor, as this tendency must surely have a significant effect on all aspects
of English social relations.

The no-name rule highlights an English preoccupation with privacy, and a
somewhat unsociable, suspicious, standoffishness. The ‘Pleased to meet you’
problem provides our first evidence of the way in which class consciousness pervades
every aspect of English life and culture, but also exposes our reluctance to
acknowledge this issue.
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The gossip rules bring to light a number of important characteristics, the most
striking of which is, again, the English obsession with privacy. The sex differences in
gossip rules remind us that, in any culture, what is sauce for the goose is not always
sauce for the gander. The normal rules of restraint and reserve, in this case, apply
only to gossiping males.

The rules of male and female bonding-talk reinforce the goose-and-gander point,
but beneath striking (potentially dazzling) surface differences, they turn out to have
critical features in common, including prohibition of boasting, prescription of humour
and abhorrence of ‘earnestness’, polite hypocrisy and the triumph of etiquette over
reason.

Finally, the long goodbye rule highlights (again) the importance of
embarrassment and ineptitude in English social interactions — our apparently
congenital inability to handle simple matters such as greeting and parting with any
consistency or elegance — but also provides a remarkable example of the irrational
excesses of English politeness.

Exercise 4.
Complete the following sentences with the words from the text.

1. English introductions and greetings tend to be uncomfortable and . (doing
things in a very awkward way)
2. The only correct way to introduce yourself in social _ is not to introduce

yourself at all, but to find some other way of initiating a conversation — such as a
remark about the weather. (a set of surroundings, the place at which something
happens)

3. If you didn’t introduce yourself, you may say, on parting, ‘Goodbye, nice to
meet you, er, oh — I didn’t catch your name?’ as though you have only just noticed
the . (a thing that has not been done)

4. The  against ‘Pleased to meet you’ is still quite widespread, often among
people who do not know why it is that they feel uneasy about using the phrase. (an
unreasonable dislike of or preference for a person, group, custom, etc., especially
when it 1s based on their race, religion, sex, etc.)

5. Hesitation,  and ineptness are, surprising as it may seem, correct
behaviour. (the state of not being able to decide what you should do)
6. The English are certainly a nation of . (people who enjoy talking about

other people’s private lives)

7. The most common form of grooming-talk among friends, in England as
elsewhere, is . (informal talk or stories about other people’s private lives, that
may be unkind or not true)

8. Although most of our gossip is fairly , it is still talk about people’s
‘private’ lives, and as such involves a sense of doing something naughty or forbidden.
(not intended to offend or upset anyone; not harmful or dangerous)
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9.The information about our lives and relationships is reserved for close friends

and family and is not _ indiscriminately. (to be mentioned frequently by many
people)
10. The English take a certain pride in this trait, and  at the stereotyped

Americans who ‘tell you all about their divorce, their hysterectomy and their therapist
within five minutes of meeting you’. (to show that you have no respect for somebody
on your face or by the way you speak)

Exercise 5.
Fill in the blanks with the prepositions where necessary.

1. The French custom of a kiss on each cheek has become popular the
chattering classes and some other middle- and upper-middle-class groups

Gossip may be particularly important __ the English, because of our obsession
____ privacy.

In a small social gathering such as a dinner party, the host may solve the name
problem by introducing guests  each other by name, but these are still awkward
moments.

4. Contrary  popular belief, researchers have found that men gossip just as
much as women.

5. A ritual exchange of compliments can be observed  almost every social
gathering of two or more female friends.

6. No-one wants to be the last to leave,  fear of ‘outstaying their welcome’.

7. We may not be explicitly conscious  the fact that a rule has been broken,
but we feel a vague sense of incompleteness;

8. There is a curious exception __ the privacy rules.

9. The counter-compliment ritual is distinctively English, but it is also
distinctively female. One cannot even imagine men engaging  such an exchange.

10. The no-name rule highlights an English preoccupation  privacy, and a
somewhat unsociable, suspicious, standoffishness.

Exercise 6.
Fill in the blanks with the articles where necessary.

1. handshakes are now the norm in ___ business introductions.

2. first introduction, where a degree of formality is expected, is the easiest.

3. only correct way to introduce yourself in such settings is not to introduce
yourself at all, but to find some other way of initiating _ conversation — such as a
remark about the weather.

4.  most common form of grooming-talk among friends, in England as
elsewhere, is  gossip.

5. The ‘invasion of privacy’ involved in gossip is particularly relevant for
reserved and inhibited English, for whom  privacy is  especially serious
matter.
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6. Of  total time devoted to conversation about social relationships,  men
spend two thirds talking about their own relationships, while ~ women only talk
about themselves one third of the time.

7. main difference between male and female gossip is that female gossip
actually sounds like gossip.

8. females also stressed the importance of detail in ___ telling of gossip, and
again bemoaned the shortcomings of ~ males in this matter, claiming that  men
‘never know the details’.

9.  initial stage of  parting process is often, deceptively, an unseemly
rush, as no-one wants to be  last to leave, for fear of ‘outstaying their welcome’.

10. If you are visiting _ English home, be warned that you should allow a
good ten minutes —and it could well be fifteen or even twenty — from these initial
goodbyes to your final departure.

Exercise 7.
Read the following statements. Decide whether each statement is true or false.
Compare your answers with those of a classmate.

1. English introductions and greetings are based upon established customs.

2. The first introduction, where a degree of formality is expected, is the
hardest.

3. There is an established rule of handshakes on initial introduction.

4. In purely social situations (for example, at a party), you can go up to
someone and introduce yourself. In fact, this is the only correct way of introduction.

5. After giving your name, you should strike up a conversation by making a
vaguely interrogative comment about the weather.

6. For the English smoothness, glibness and confidence are appropriate

when they are introduced to each other.
7. The English know exactly why they dislike the phrase ‘Pleased to meet

you’.

8. Relatively inoffensive questions like ‘Where do you live?’ are much
better phrased in a direct manner.

0. There are no exceptions to the privacy rules among the English.

10. It seems as if the English hesitate to talk to people whom they do not
know until they are sure that they want to talk to them.

11. The compliments are not exchanged without thinking.

12.  Accepting a compliment without offering one in return would be
regarded as impolite, unfriendly and arrogant.

13. The English leave-takings tend to make one feel embarrassed.

14. The parting process is often rush.

15. English children are taught from an early age that other people want their
privacy.

Exercise 8.
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Discuss the following questions with your partner.

1. What is the most appropriate way to introduce yourself in social settings?

2. What is the English handshake like?

3. How do the English treat the American way of introduction?

4. Why do the English feel uneasy about using the phrase ‘Pleased to meet you’?
5. What is the most common form of grooming-talk among friends in England?
6. Why is gossip particularly important to the English?
7. How do the English about revealing basic personal information?
8. What social functions does gossip perform?
9. What are the sex differences in gossip rules?
10. Why do the English make a show of being reluctant to part?

Exercise 9.
Compare the Russian and English rules of initial introduction and leave-taking.

Exercise 10.
You have been asked to give a talk on the English grooming-talk rules. Make a
plan of your talk. As you speak, try to include as many aspects as you can.

Exercise 11.
Read the following information about long good-byes. Comment on the card
below. Speak about the way the British part. Why is the card funny?

Expressions to learn
My goodness! Is that the tin We really must start thinkine about mal
Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!

Avoid saying

! ou st |

Close
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UNIT 3
HUMOUR RULES

Exercise 1.

What do you know about the English sense of humour? Do you know what
role it plays in everyday life?

Exercise 2.
Study the following words and expressions:

Pervasive — existing in all the parts of a place or thing

Omnipotent — (formal) having total power, able to do anything

Omnipresent - (formal) present everywhere

Permeate — to affect every part of something

Undercurrent — a feeling, especially a negative one, that is hidden but whose
effects are felt

Banter — friendly remarks and jokes

Understatement — the practice of making things seem less impressive,
important, serious, etc. than they really are

To grasp — to understand something completely

Impeccable — without mistakes or faults, perfect

Arrogance — the behavior of a person when they feel that they are more
important than other people, so that they are rude to them and do not consider them

Catchphrase — a popular phrase that is connected with the politician or
entertainer who used it and made it famous

Fad —something that people are interested in for only a short period of time

Earnest — very serious and sincere
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Self-deprecating — done in a way that makes your own achievements or abilities
seem unimportant

Hindrance — a person or thing that makes it more difficult for somebody to do
something

Renowned for — famous and respected

Unseemly — (old-fashioned or formal) not polite or suitable for a particular
situation

Ardent — (written) very enthusiastic and showing strong feelings about
somebody or something

To be ingrained in somebody/something — (of a habit, an attitude, etc.) that
has existed for a long time and is therefore difficult to change

Self-effacing — not wanting to attract attention to yourself or your abilities

Charitable — kind in your attitude to other people, especially when you are
judging them.

To take something at face value — to believe that something is what it appears
to be, without questioning it

Reading

Exercise 3. What important rule should a foreigner remember to feel or
appear entirely at home in conversation with the English? Do you know what is
the most defining characteristic of English humour? If you need some
information to answer these questions, read the following article.

HUMOUR RULES

This heading can be read both in the straightforward sense of ‘rules about
humour’ and in the graffiti sense of ‘humour rules, OK!” The latter is in fact more
appropriate, as the most noticeable and important ‘rule’ about humour in English
conversation is its dominance and pervasiveness. Humour rules. Humour governs.
Humour is omnipresent and omnipotent. |It permeates every aspect of English life
and culture.

There is an awful lot of guff talked about the English Sense of Humour,
including many patriotic attempts to prove that our sense of humour is somehow
unique and superior to everyone else’s. Many English people seem to believe that we
have some sort of global monopoly, if not on humour itself, then at least on certain
‘brands’ of humour — the high-class ones such as wit and especially irony. My
findings indicate that while there may indeed be something distinctive about English
humour, the real ‘defining characteristic’ is the value we put on humour, the central
importance of humour in English culture and social interactions.

In other cultures, there is ‘a time and a place’ for humour; it is a special, separate
kind of talk. In English conversation, there is always an undercurrent of humour. We
can barely manage to say ‘hello’ or comment on the weather without somehow
contriving to make a bit of a joke out of it, and most English conversations will
involve at least some degree of banter, teasing, irony, understatement, humorous self-
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deprecation, mockery or just silliness. Humour is our ‘default mode’, if you like: we
do not have to switch it on deliberately, and we cannot switch it off. For the English,
the rules of humour are the cultural equivalent of natural laws — we obey them
automatically, rather in the way that we obey the law of gravity.

THE IMPORTANCE OF NOT BEING EARNEST RULE

At the most basic level, an underlying rule in all English conversation is the
proscription of ‘earnestness’. Although we may not have a monopoly on humour, or
even on irony, the English are probably more acutely sensitive than any other nation
to the distinction between ‘serious’ and ‘solemn’, between ‘sincerity’ and
‘earnestness’.

This distinction is crucial to any kind of understanding of Englishness. I cannot
emphasize this strongly enough: if you are not able to grasp these subtle but vital
differences, you will never understand the English — and even if you speak the
language fluently, you will never feel or appear entirely at home in conversation with
the English. Your English may be impeccable, but your behavioural ‘grammar’ will
be full of glaring errors.

The Importance of Not Being Earnest rule is really quite simple. Seriousness is
acceptable, solemnity is prohibited. Sincerity is allowed, earnestness is strictly
forbidden. Pomposity and self-importance are outlawed. Serious matters can be
spoken of seriously, but one must never take oneself too seriously. The ability to
laugh at ourselves, although it may be rooted in a form of arrogance, is one of the
more endearing characteristics of the English.

The ‘Oh, Come Off It!” Rule

The English ban on earnestness, and specifically on taking oneself too seriously,
means that our own politicians and other public figures have a particularly tough
time. And we are just as hard on each other, in ordinary everyday conversation, as we
are on those in the public eye. In fact, if a country or culture could be said to have a
catchphrase, I would propose ‘Oh, come off it!” as a strong candidate for England’s
national catchphrase.

Among the young and others susceptible to linguistic fads and fashions, the
current response might be the ironic ‘Yeah, right’ rather than ‘Oh, come off it!” — but
the principle is the same.

IRONY RULES

The English are not usually given to patriotic boasting — indeed, both patriotism
and boasting are regarded as unseemly, so the combination of these two sins is
doubly distasteful. But there is one significant exception to this rule, and that is the
patriotic pride we take in our sense of humour, particularly in our expert use of irony.
The popular belief is that we have a better, more subtle, more highly developed sense
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of humour than any other nation, and specifically that other nations are all tediously
literal in their thinking and incapable of understanding or appreciating irony.

Humour is universal; irony is a universally important ingredient of humour: no
single culture can possibly claim a monopoly on it. My research suggests that, yet
again, the irony issue is a question of degree — a matter of quantity rather than
quality. What is unique about English humour is the pervasiveness of irony and the
importance we attach to it. [rony is the dominant ingredient in English humour, not
just a piquant flavouring. Irony rules.

It must be said that many of my foreign informants found this aspect of
Englishness frustrating, rather than amusing: ‘The problem with the English,’
complained one American visitor, ‘is that you never know when they are joking —
you never know whether they are being serious or not’.

I found in my interviews with foreign visitors that the English predilection for
irony posed more of a problem for those here on business than for tourists and other
pleasure-seekers. Our humour-friendly atmosphere is all very well if you are here on
holiday, but when you are negotiating deals worth hundreds of thousands of dollars,
this hazy, irony-soaked cultural climate can clearly be something of a hindrance.

For those attempting to acclimatize to this atmosphere, the most important ‘rule’
to remember is that irony is a constant, a given, a normal element of ordinary,
everyday conversation. The English may not always be joking, but they are always in
a state of readiness for humour. We do not always say the opposite of what we mean,
but we are always alert to the possibility of irony. When we ask someone a
straightforward question (e.g. ‘How are the children?’), we are equally prepared for
either a straightforward response (‘Fine, thanks.’) or an ironic one (‘Oh, they’re
delightful — charming, helpful, tidy, studious . . .” To which the reply is ‘Oh dear.
Been one of those days, has it?’).

The Understatement Rule

Understatement is a form of irony, rather than a distinct and separate type of
humour. It is also a very English kind of irony. Understatement is by no means an
exclusively English form of humour, of course: again, we are talking about quantity
rather than quality. The English are rightly renowned for their use of understatement,
not because we invented it or because we do it better than anyone else, but because
we do it so much.

The reasons for our prolific understating are not hard to discover: our strict
prohibitions on earnestness, gushing, emoting and boasting require almost constant
use of understatement. Rather than risk exhibiting any hint of forbidden solemnity,
unseemly emotion or excessive zeal, we go to the opposite extreme and feign dry,
deadpan indifference. The understatement rule means that a debilitating and painful
chronic illness must be described as ‘a bit of a nuisance’; a truly horrific experience is
‘well, not exactly what I would have chosen’; a sight of breathtaking beauty is ‘quite
pretty’; an outstanding performance or achievement is ‘not bad’; an act of
abominable cruelty is ‘not very friendly’, and an unforgivably stupid misjudgement is

38



‘not very clever’; the Antarctic is ‘rather cold’ and the Sahara ‘a bit too hot for my
taste’; and any exceptionally delightful object, person or event, which in other
cultures would warrant streams of superlatives, is pretty much covered by ‘nice’, or,
if we wish to express more ardent approval, ‘very nice’.

Needless to say, the English understatement is another trait that many foreign
visitors find utterly bewildering and infuriating (or, as we English would put it, ‘a bit
confusing’). ‘I don’t get it,” said one exasperated informant. ‘Is it supposed to be
funny? If it’s supposed to be funny, why don’t they laugh — or at least smile? Or
something. How the hell are you supposed to know when “not bad” means
“absolutely brilliant” and when it just means “OK”? Is there some secret sign or
something that they use? Why can’t they just say what they mean?’

This is the problem with English humour. Much of it isn’t actually very funny —
or at least not obviously funny, not laugh-out-loud funny, and definitely not
crossculturally funny. Even those foreigners who appreciate the English
understatement, and find it amusing, still experience considerable difficulties when it
comes to using it themselves. We are not taught the use of the understatement, we
learn it by osmosis. The understatement ‘comes naturally’ because it is deeply
ingrained in our culture, part of the English psyche.

The Self-deprecation Rule

Like the English understatement, English self-deprecation can be seen as a form
of irony. It usually involves not genuine modesty but saying the opposite of what we
really mean — or at least the opposite of what we intend people to understand.

When I speak of ‘modesty rules’, I mean exactly that — not that the English are
somehow naturally more modest and self-effacing than other nations, but that we
have strict rules about the appearance of modesty. These include both ‘negative’
rules, such as prohibitions on boasting and any form of self-importance, and
‘positive’ rules, actively prescribing self-deprecation and self-mockery. The very
abundance of these unwritten rules suggests that the English are not naturally or
instinctively modest: the best that can be said is that we place a high value on
modesty, that we aspire to modesty. The modesty that we actually display is
generally false — or, to put it more charitably, ironic.

To show how it works, however, I will take a relatively blatant example. My
fiancé is a brain surgeon. When we first met, I asked what had led him to choose this
profession. ‘Well, um,” he replied, ‘I read PPE [Philosophy, Politics and Economics]
at Oxford, but I found it all rather beyond me, so, er, I thought I’d better do
something a bit less difficult.” I laughed, but then, as he must have expected,
protested that surely brain surgery could not really be described as an easy option.
This gave him a further opportunity for self-deprecation. ‘Oh no, it’s nowhere near as
clever as it’s cracked up to be; to be honest it’s actually a bit hit-or-miss. It’s just
plumbing, really, plumbing with a microscope — except plumbing’s rather more
accurate.’ It later emerged, as he must have known it would, that far from finding the
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intellectual demands of Oxford ‘beyond him’, he had entered with a
scholarship and graduated with a First. ‘I was a dreadful little swot,” he explained.

So was he being truly modest? He was simply playing by the rules, dealing with
the embarrassment of success and prestige by making a self-denigrating joke out of it
all, as is our custom. And this is the point, there was nothing extraordinary or
remarkable about his humble self-mockery: he was just being English. We all do this,
automatically, all the time. Even those of us with much less impressive achievements
or credentials to disguise.

Among ourselves, this system works perfectly well: everyone understands that
the customary self-deprecation probably means roughly the opposite of what is said,
and is duly impressed, both by one’s achievements and by one’s reluctance to
trumpet them. The problems arise when we English attempt to play this game with
people from outside our own culture, who do not understand the rules, fail to
appreciate the irony, and therefore have an unfortunate tendency to take our self-
deprecating statements at face value. We make our customary modest noises, the
uninitiated foreigners accept our apparently low estimate of our achievements, and
are duly unimpressed. We cannot very well then turn round and say: ‘No, hey, wait a
minute, you’re supposed to give me a sort of knowingly sceptical smile, showing that
you realize I’'m being humorously self-deprecating, don’t believe a word of it and
think even more highly of my abilities and my modesty’. They don’t know that this is
the prescribed English response to prescribed English self-deprecation. They don’t
know that we are playing a convoluted bluffing game. They inadvertently call our
bluff, and the whole thing backfires on us. And frankly, it serves us right for being so
silly.

HUMOUR RULES AND ENGLISHNESS

What do these rules of humour tell us about Englishness? I said that the value
we put on humour, its central role in English culture and conversation, was the main
defining characteristic, rather than any specific feature of the humour itself.

The Importance of Not Being Earnest rule is not just another way of saying
‘humour rules’: it is about the fine line between seriousness and solemnity, and it
seems to me that our acute sensitivity to this distinction, and our intolerance of
earnestness, are distinctively English. There is also something quintessentially
English about the nature of our response to earnestness. The ‘Oh, come off it!” rule
encapsulates a peculiarly English blend of armchair cynicism, ironic detachment, a
squeamish distaste for sentimentality, a stubborn refusal to be duped or taken in by
fine rhetoric, and a mischievous delight in pinpricking the balloons of pomposity and
self-importance.

We also looked at the rules of irony, and its sub-rules of understatement and
humorous self-deprecation, and I think we can conclude that the sheer extent of their
use in English conversation gives a ‘flavour’ to our humour that is distinctively
English. And if practice makes perfect, the English certainly ought to have achieved a
somewhat greater mastery of irony and its close comic relations than other less
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compulsively humorous cultures. So, without wanting to blow our own trumpet or
come over all patriotic, I think we can safely say that our skills in the arts of irony,
understatement and self-mockery are, on the whole, not bad.

Exercise 4.
Complete the following sentences with the words from the text.

1. The most noticeable and important ‘rule’ about humour in English
conversation is its dominance and . (existence in all the parts of a place or thing)

2. Humour  every aspect of English life and culture. (affects every part of
something)

3. In English conversation, there is always an _ of humour. (a feeling that is
hidden but whose effects are felt)

4. Most English conversations will involve at least some degree of | teasing
or irony. (friendly remarks and jokes)

5. Your English may be ~ , but your behavioural ‘grammar’ will be full of
glaring errors. (perfect)

6. The English _ is another trait that many foreign visitors find utterly
bewildering and infuriating. (the practice of making things seem less impressive,
important, serious, etc. than they really are)

7. The understatement ‘comes naturally’ because it is deeply  in our culture.
(that has existed for a long time and is therefore difficult to change)

8. Not that the English are somehow naturally more modest and __ than other
nations, but that we have strict rules about the appearance of modesty. (not wanting
to attract attention to yourself or your abilities)

9. The modesty that we actually display is generally false — or, to put it more
ironic. (in a kind way, especially when you are judging somebody)

10. The problems arise when we English attempt to play this game with people
from outside our own culture, who do not understand the rules, fail to appreciate the

irony, and therefore have an unfortunate tendency to = our self-deprecating
statements . (believe that something is what it appears to be, without questioning
it)

Exercise 5.

Fill in the blanks with the prepositions where necessary.

1. We can barely manage to say ‘hello’ or comment  the weather without
somehow contriving to make a bit of a joke out of it.

2. For the English, the rules of humour are the cultural equivalent _ natural
laws.

3. Serious matters can be spoken  seriously, but one must never take oneself
too seriously.

4. What 1s unique _ English humour is the pervasiveness of irony and the
importance we attach ___it.
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5. But there is one significant exception this rule, and that is the patriotic
pride we take  our sense of humour, particularly in our expert use of irony.

6. We do not always say the opposite  what we mean, but we are always alert
____the possibility of irony.
7. He was simply playing  the rules, dealing with the embarrassment of

success and prestige by making a self-denigrating joke out of it all.

8. We place a high value  modesty, that we aspire ___ modesty.

9. There was nothing extraordinary or remarkable  his humble self-mockery:
he was just being English.

10. Our strict prohibitions earnestness, gushing, emoting and boasting
require almost constant use of understatement.

Exercise 6.
Fill in the blanks with the articles where necessary.

1. Importance of Not Being Earnest rule is really quite simple.

2. The problem with __ English,” complained one American visitor, ‘is that
you never know when they are joking

3. seriousness is acceptable,  solemnity is prohibited.

4.  ability to laugh at ourselves, although it may be rooted in a form of
arrogance, is one of  more endearing characteristics of the English.

5. English are not usually givento __ patriotic boasting.

6. The understatement ‘comes naturally’ because it is deeply ingrained in our
culture, part of  English psyche.

7. Antarctic is ‘rather cold’ and _ Sahara ‘a bit too hot for my taste’.

8. very abundance of these unwritten rules suggests that the English are not
naturally or instinctively modest.

9. Among ourselves, this system works perfectly well: everyone understands
that  customary self-deprecation probably means roughly the opposite of what is
said.

10.  modesty that we actually display is generally false — or, to put it more
charitably, ironic.

Exercise 7.
Read the following statements. Decide whether each statement is true or
false. Compare your answers with those of a classmate.

1. Humour permeates every aspect of English life and culture.

2. In English culture humour is a special, separate kind of talk.

3. If your English is impeccable, you will always understand the English and
English humour.

4. Earnestness is acceptable.

5. Irony is the dominant ingredient in English humour.

42



6. When the English ask someone a straightforward question, they expect a
straightforward response.

7. Understatement is a very English kind of irony.

8. The understatement rule means that an outstanding performance or
achievement is ‘not bad’.

9. English self-deprecation involves genuine modesty.

10. The customary self-deprecation really means what is said.

Exercise 8.
Discuss the following questions with your partner.

1. What do most English conversations involve?

2. What is the popular belief of the English regarding their sense of humour?

3. Why do many foreign visitors find the English understatement utterly
bewildering and infuriating?

4. What rules about the appearance of modesty may be called ‘negative’ rules?

5. What rules about the appearance of modesty may be called ‘positive’ rules?

6. What is the modesty that the English display really like?

7. What does the customary self-deprecation roughly mean?

8. What problems arise when the English display self-deprecation and self-
mockery when dealing with people from outside their own culture?

9. What do the English rules of humour tell foreigners about the English?

10. How does Kate fox assess the English skills in the arts of irony,
understatement and self-mockery?

Exercise 9. Compare the rules of humour in England and in Russia.
Complete the table.

Points to be compared England Russia

the rules of using
irony

the rules of using
self-deprecation

the rules of using
understatement

aspects of life and
culture that humour
permeates

Exercise 10.

You have been asked to give a talk on the English sense of humour. Make a plan
of your talk. As you speak, try to include as many details as you can. What other facts
and examples might you give if you were asked many questions about the English
skills in the arts of irony, understatement and self-mockery?
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Exercise 11. N
Read the following information about the British sense of humour. Comment on

the card below. How does the British sense of humour reflect the British mentality?

11 Sense of Humour

What makes the British laugh? Can a foreigner ever learn to enjoy and to share the British
sense of humour? It’s not easy and may take some time, but it can be done. The eager visitor
should first become acquainted with the following and their place in our national collective
consciousness: toilets: trousers (when they fall down); restaurant diners with flies in their
soup: little men (usually called Willy) with very large wives; doctors and patients with
strange things wrong with them.

Understanding and telling jokes is an important part of social life in this country, and one that
can cause frustration and embarrassment to the foreign visitor. Slowly build up your skills in
this area. Practise laughing at a few of the best known British Jokes: start with very simple
examples, and as you gain in confidence., try some even simpler ones. Here is an example to
start you off,

PATIENT: Doctor. Every time I have a cup of tea, 1 get a stabbing pain
inmy eye.
DOCTOR: Well, try taking the spoon out.
Expressions to learn
Have you heard the one about...

Avoid saying
Oh dear — I've forgotten the punchline.
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UNIT 4
THE MOBILE PHONE

Pre-reading

Exercise 1.

What do you know about the general etiquette rules of using mobile phones?
What rules of etiquette should people observe when they use the mobile phone in
public places?

Exercise 2.
Study the following words and expressions:

Inconsiderate — not giving enough thought to other people’s feelings or
needs

Inhibition — a shy or nervous feeling that stops you from expressing your real
thoughts or feelings

Offender — a person that does something wrong

Inappropriate — not suitable or appropriate in a particular situation

Ostentatious — (dispproving)behaving in a way that is meant to impress people
by showing how rich, important, etc. you are; (of an action) done in a very obvious
way so that people will notice it

Convey the message — to make ideas, feelings known to somebody

Overtly — (formal) done in an open way and not secretly

Disguise — to hide something or change it, so that it cannot be recognized

Genuine - sincere and honest; that can be trusted

Self-deprecating — done in a way that makes your own achievements or abilities
seem unimportant

45



Subtle — (often approving) not very noticeable or obvious; (of a person or their
behaviour) behaving in a clever way, and using indirect methods, in order to achieve
something

Reassuring — making you feel less worried or uncertain about something

Village green - an area of grass, especially in the middle of a village in Britain

On the move — to be travelling between one place and another

Negotiate — to try to reach an agreement by formal discussion

Reading

Exercise 3.

Are there set rules of etiquette in Britain regarding when, how and in what
manner mobile phones should be used? Are there special aspects of ‘emerging’
mobile-phone etiquette? Are there agreed rules of etiquette on the use of mobile
phones during business meetings in Britain? If you need some information to answer
these questions, read the following article.

EMERGING TALK-RULES: THE MOBILE PHONE

Suddenly, almost everyone in England has a mobile phone, but because this is
new, unfamiliar technology, there are no set rules of etiquette governing when, how
and in what manner these phones should be used. We are having to ‘make up’ and
negotiate these rules as we go along.

For example: I have found that most English people, if asked, agree that talking
loudly about banal business or domestic matters on one’s mobile while on a train is
rude and inconsiderate. Yet a significant minority of people still do this, and while
their fellow passengers may sigh and roll their eyes, they very rarely challenge the
offenders directly — as this would involve breaking other, well-established English
rules and inhibitions about talking to strangers, making a scene or drawing attention
to oneself. The offenders seem oblivious to the effects of their behaviour, in the same
way that people tend to pick their noses and scratch their armpits in their cars,
apparently forgetting that they are not invisible.

How will this apparent impasse be resolved? There are some early signs of
emerging rules regarding mobile phone use in public places, and it looks as though
loud ‘I’'m on a train’ conversations — or mobiles ringing in cinemas and theatres —
may eventually become as unacceptable as queue jumping, but we cannot yet be
certain, particularly given English inhibitions about confronting offenders.
Inappropriate mobile-phone use on trains and in other public places is at least a social
issue of which everyone is now aware. But there are other aspects of ‘emerging’
mobile-phone etiquette that are even more blurred and controversial.

There are, for example, as yet no agreed rules of etiquette on the use of mobile
phones during business meetings. Do you switch your phone off, discreetly, before
entering the meeting? Or do you take your phone out and make a big ostentatious
show of switching it off, as a flattering gesture conveying the message ‘See how
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important you are: I am switching off my phone for you’? Then do you place your
switched-off phone on the table as a reminder of your courtesy and your client’s or
colleague’s status? If you keep it switched on, do you do so overtly or leave it in your
briefcase? Do you take calls during the meeting? My preliminary observations
indicate that lower-ranking English executives tend to be less courteous, attempting
to trumpet their own importance by keeping phones on and taking calls during
meetings, while high-ranking people with nothing to prove tend to be more
considerate.

Then what about lunch? Is it acceptable to switch your phone back on during the
business lunch? Do you need to give a reason? Apologize? Again, my initial
observations and interviews suggest a similar pattern. Lowstatus, insecure people
tend to take and even sometimes make calls during a business lunch — often
apologizing and giving reasons, but in such a self-important ‘I’'m so busy and
indispensable’ manner that their ‘apology’ is really a disguised boast. Their higher-
ranking, more secure colleagues either leave their phones switched off or, if they
absolutely must keep them on for some reason, apologize in a genuine and often
embarrassed, self-deprecating manner.

There are many other, much more subtle social uses of mobile phones, some of
which do not even involve talking on the phone at all — such as the competitive use of
the mobile phone itself as a status-signal, particularly among teenagers, but also in
some cases replacing the car as a medium for macho ‘mine’s better than yours’
displays among older males, with discussions of the relative merits of different
brands, networks and features taking the place of more traditional conversations
about alloy wheels, nought-to-sixty, BHP, etc.

I have also noticed that many women now use their mobiles as ‘barrier signals’
when on their own in coffee bars and other public places, as an alternative to the
traditional use of a newspaper or magazine to signal unavailability and mark personal
‘territory’. Even when not in use, the mobile placed on the table acts as an effective
symbolic bodyguard, a protector against unwanted social contact: women will touch
the phone or pick it up when a potential ‘intruder’ approaches. One woman
explained: ‘You just feel safer if it’s there — just on the table, next to your hand . . .
Actually it’s better than a newspaper because it’s real people — I mean, there are real
people in there you could call or text if you wanted, you know? It’s sort of
reassuring.” The idea of one’s social support network of friends and family being
somehow ‘inside’ the mobile phone means that even just touching or holding the
phone gives a sense of being protected — and sends a signal to others that one is not
alone and vulnerable.

This example provides an indication of the more important social functions of
the mobile phone. The mobile phone has, I believe, become the modern equivalent of
the garden fence or village green. The space-age technology of mobile phones has
allowed us to return to the more natural and humane communication patterns of
preindustrial society, when we lived in small, stable communities, and enjoyed
frequent ‘grooming talk’ with a tightly integrated social network of family and
friends. In the fast-paced modern world, we had become severely restricted in both
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the quantity and quality of communication with our social network. Most of us no
longer enjoy the cosiness of a gossip over the garden fence. We may not even know
our neighbours’ names, and communication is often limited to a brief, slightly
embarrassed nod, if that. Families and friends are scattered, and even if our relatives
or friends live nearby, we are often too busy or too tired to visit. We are constantly on
the move, spending much of our time commuting to and from work either among
strangers on trains and buses, or alone and isolated in our cars. These factors are
particularly problematic for the English, as we tend to be more reserved and socially
inhibited than other cultures; we do not talk to strangers, or make friends quickly and
easily.

Mobile phones — particularly the ability to send short, frequent, cheap text
messages — restore our sense of connection and community, and provide an antidote
to the pressures and alienation of modern urban life. They are a kind of ‘social
lifeline’ in a fragmented and isolating world.

Think about a typical, brief ‘village-green’ conversation: ‘Hi, how’re you
doing?’ ‘Fine, just off to the shops — oh, how’s your Mum?’ ‘Much better, thanks’
‘Oh, good, give her my love — see you later’. If you take most of the vowels out of
the village-green conversation, and scramble the rest of the letters into ‘text-message
dialect” (HOW R U? C U L8ER), to me it sounds uncannily like a typical SMS or
text exchange: not much is said — a friendly greeting, maybe a scrap of news — but a
personal connection is made, people are reminded that they are not alone. Until the
advent of mobile text messaging, many of us were having to live without this kind of
small but psychologically and socially very important form of communication.

But this new form of communication requires a new set of unspoken rules, and
the negotiations over the formation of these rules are currently causing a certain
amount of tension and conflict — particularly the issue of whether mobile text is an
appropriate medium for certain types of conversation. Chatting someone up, flirting
by text is accepted, even encouraged, but some women complain that men use texting
as a way of avoiding talking. ‘Dumping’ someone by text-message is widely regarded
as cowardly and absolutely unacceptable, but this rule has not yet become firmly
established enough to prevent some people from ending relationships in this manner.

I’m hoping to get some funding to do a proper study on mobile-phone etiquette,
monitoring all these emerging rules as they mature and become unwritten laws. For
now, I hope that identifying more general, stable ‘rules of Englishness’ or ‘defining
characteristics’ will help us to predict, to some extent at least, the most likely future
developments in this process.

Exercise 4.
Complete the following sentences with the words from the text.

1. Most English people agree that talking loudly about banal business or

domestic matters on one’s mobile while on a train is rude and . (not giving enough
thought to other people’s feelings or needs)
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2. Most English people rarely challenge the  directly. (a person that does
something wrong)

3. Most English people rarely challenge the offenders directly — as this would
involve breaking other well-established English rules and  about
talking to strangers or drawing attention to oneself. (a shy or nervous feeling that
stops you from expressing your real thoughts or feelings)

4.  mobile-phone use on trains and in other public places is at least a social
issue of which everyone is now aware. (not suitable or appropriate in a particular
situation)

5. The children were shy at first, but soon lost their . (a shy or nervous
feeling that stops you from expressing your real thoughts or feelings)

6. Do you switch your phone off, discreetly, before entering the meeting? Or do
you take your phone out and make a big  show of switching it off. (done in a very
obvious way so that people will notice it)

7. If you keep your mobile phone switched on, do you do so _ or leave it in
your briefcase? (in an open way and not secretly)

8. There are many other, much more  social uses of mobile phones. (not very
obvious)

9.She couldn’t  the fact that she felt uncomfortable. (to hide something or
change it, so that it cannot be recognized)

10. I need a mobile phone as I'm always . (travelling between one place and
another)

Exercise 5.
Fill in the blanks with the prepositions where necessary.

1. The offenders seem oblivious  the effects of their behavior.

2. Inappropriate mobile-phone use __ trains and in other public places is at
least a social issue of which everyone is now aware.

3. There are as yet no agreed rules of etiquette  the use of mobile phones
during business meetings.

4. Is it acceptable to switch your phone back on  the business lunch?

5. Their higher-ranking, more secure colleagues either leave their phones
switched off or, if they absolutely must keep them on  some reason, apologize

____agenuine and often embarrassed, self-deprecating manner.
6. Even when not _ use, the mobile placed on the table acts as an effective
symbolic bodyguard, a protector  unwanted social contact.

7. The mobile phone has, I believe, become the modern equivalent  the
garden fence or village green.
8. Most of us no longer enjoy the cosiness of a gossip _ the garden fence.

9. We are constantly on the move, spending much of our time commuting
and __ work either among strangers on trains and buses, or alone and isolated in our
cars.
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10. This rule has not yet become firmly established enough to prevent some
people  ending relationships in this manner.

Exercise 6.
Fill in the blanks with the articles where necessary.

1. It looks as though loud ‘I’'m on ___ train’ conversations — or mobiles ringing
in cinemas and theatres — may eventually become as unacceptable as queue jumping.

2. Do youtake  calls during the meeting?

3. Is it acceptable to switch your phone back on during  business lunch?

4. Many women now use their mobiles as  ‘barrier signals’ when on their
own in coffee bars and other public places, as _ alternative to __ traditional use of
a newspaper or magazine to signal unavailability and mark personal ‘territory’.

5. Most English people, if asked, agree that talking loudly about  banal
business or domestic matters on one’s mobile while on _ train is rude and
inconsiderate.

6. These factors are particularly problematic for  English, as we tend to be
more reserved and socially inhibited than other cultures;

7. We do not talk to  strangers, or make friends quickly and easily.

8. Mobile phones — particularly the ability to send short, frequent, cheap text
messages — restore our sense of  connection and community, and provide
antidote to the pressures and alienation of modern urban life.

9. Until _ advent of mobile text messaging, many of us were having to live
without this kind of small but psychologically and socially very important form of
communication.

10. But this new form of communication requires  new set of unspoken
rules, and the negotiations over the formation of these rules are currently causing
certain amount of tension and conflict.

Exercise 7.
Read the following statements. Decide whether each statement is true or
false. Compare your answers with those of a classmate

1. Most English people, if asked, agree that talking loudly about banal business
or domestic matters on one’s mobile while on a train is permissible.

2. If someone talks loudly about banal business or domestic matters on one’s
mobile while on a train, their fellow passengers may challenge the offenders directly.

3. There are set rules regarding mobile phone use in public places, and loud ‘I’'m
on a train’ conversations — or mobiles ringing in cinemas and theatres — have become
as unacceptable as queue jumping,

4. The  English are known  for their inhibitions  about
talking to strangers, making a scene or drawing attention to themselves.

5. There are set rules of etiquette on the use of mobile phones during business
meetings.
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6. Some people in a business meeting give a big ostentatious show of switching
off their mobile phone conveying the message ‘See how important the business is’.

7. Many questions arise when it comes to ‘making up’ the rules of using mobile
phones in business meetings.

8. The author’s observations show that insecure people never make calls during
a business lunch.

9. The author’s observations show that the higher-ranking, more secure
colleagues leave their phones switched on during a business lunch.

10. The author’s observations show that insecure people often make calls during
a business lunch to show how indispensable they are.

Exercise 8.
Discuss the following questions with your partner.

1. If you were asked about the social uses of mobile phones by teenagers, what
would you say?

2. If you were asked about the social uses of mobile phones by women, what
would you point out?

3. What social functions of the mobile phone does Kate Fox point out?

4. How has the quantity and quality of communication changed in modern time?

5. How can mobile phones help to restore our sense of connection and
community?

6. What is a typical, brief ‘village-green’ conversation like?

7. What is the point of a typical, brief ‘village-green’ conversation?

8. What is the point of a typical SMS or text exchange?

9. How do most English people react when someone talks loudly loudly about
banal business or domestic matters on their mobile phone in public places?

10.What deters English people from challenging those people who loudly loudly
about banal business or domestic matters on their mobile phone in public places?

Exercise 9. Compare the emerging mobile phone talk-rules in England and
in Russia. Complete the table.

Points to be compared England Russia

the social uses of
mobile phones by
teenagers

the social uses of
mobile phones by women

the emerging rules of
talking on the mobile
phone in public places

the emerging rules of
using the mobile phone in
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business meetings

the emerging rules of
using the mobile phone
during the business lunch

Exercise 10.
1. Imagine the time before the mobile phone was invented. Would you like to

have lived then? Give your reasons.
2. Make up a list of general etiquette rules of using the mobile phone in public

places.

Exercise 11.
Read the following information about the traditional British telephone box.

Comment on the card below. What British values is it about?

3 The Telephone Box

Bcll)rc ‘nmhilc phones made everything so easy, the public telephone box was an important
lucu§ for community life. People of all types and classes would form an orderly queue
Qut.\ulc its red iron door, clutching theis pennies and waiting patiently for their turn to be
linked up to the great wide world. For a shy people like the British it was an opportunity to
meet and exchange news and gossip with neighbours and to get some fresh air. And what’s
more, once you were inside that box everything you said was private. Everybody uses
I}]l)l?l'L‘\ nowadays, but talking loudly in public places with unseen faces. about ])L"l'\()nill
lg"clm;;.\ or secret dealings...well it’s not something our rrue Brir feels comfortable about!
Now .lhu‘v\ a new generation of phone boxes which can link vou up to the Internet, receive
e-mails, take payment by phone card or credit card. lmpl'cxs{\c. perhaps, but where is the
romance?

Expressions to learn
Just popping out to the phone box — I'll be back tomorrow night.

Avoid saying
It’s me. I'm on the train.
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ﬁn the good old days, the traditional British TELEPHONE BOX was a national symbol,\
providing a focus for community, a lifeline to the great wide world...
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