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Everyone knows what is supposed to happen when two Englishmen who have never
met before come face to face in a railway compartment—they start talking about the

weather.
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THE RULES OF ENGLISH WEATHER-SPEAK

SRS SIS SIS SIS SIS RUS IS S  SS S S

Jeremy Paxman
= Notes (1)

Met Office: British
Meteorological
Office [EERL
7]

Bracknell 1 >~ 7
F v FHERIBOH
ifi.
if youlike [§ 2T
AT

hapless: <fmi> not
lucky, unfortunate.
7t hapless & ®
.

transgression: If
someone trans-
gresses, they break
a moral law or a
rule of behaviour.
override: to be
more important
than,

ludicrous: ridicu-
lous, silly.

with an interroga-
tive intonation L
F# O BRSO A
Yy hA—a»
.

THE WEATHER

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?’—Ilike ‘Nice day, isn’tit?’
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 conver-
sation—just a mutual acknowledgement, an exchange of greet-
ings. 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 is 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 discourte-
ous message ‘No, [ will not exchange greetings with you’. (This
was not a serious transgression, however, as the rules of pri-
vacy and reserve override those of sociability: talking to strangers
is never compulsory.)

We used to have another option, at least for some social situ-
ations, but the ‘How do you do?’ greeting (to which the appar-
ently ludicrous correct response is to repeat the question back
‘How do you do?’) is now regarded by many as somewhat ar-
chaic, and is no longer the universal standard greeting. The ‘Nice
day, isn’t it?’ exchange must, however, be understood in the
same light, and not taken literally: ‘How do you do?" is not a
real question about health or well-being, and ‘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
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—but the reciprocity is the point, not the content. Any inter-
rogative 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. English weather-speak
rituals often sound rather like a kind of catechism, or the ex-
changes between priest and congregation in a church: ‘Lord,
have mercy upon us’, ‘Christ, have mercy upon us’; ‘Cold, isn’t
it?’, “Yes, 1sn’t it?’, and so on.

It is not always quite that obvious, but all English weather
conversations have a distinctive structure, an unmistakable
rhythmic pattern, which to an anthropologist marks them out
instantly as ‘ritual’. There is a clear sense that these are ‘cho-
reographed’ exchanges, conducted according to unwritten but

tacitly accepted rules.

The Agreement Rule

The English have clearly chosen a highly appropriate aspect of
our own familiar natural world as a social facilitator: the capri-
cious and erratic nature of our weather ensures that there is
always something new to comment on, be surprised by, specu-
late 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 Hun-
garian 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 eti-
quette 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.
When the priest says ‘Lord, have mercy upon us’, you do not
respond ‘Well, actually, why should he?’ You intone, dutifully,
‘Christ, have mercy upon us’. In the same way, it would be very
rude to respond to ‘Ooh, isn’t it cold?” with ‘No, actually, it’s
quite mild’. If you listen carefully, as I have, to hundreds of
English weather-conversations, you will find that 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
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reciprocity: <fml>
(IR ©h
Eh, EREEE]
do: to be enough or
suitable.

ritual: regular re-
peated action or
behaviour.
catechism = Notes
2)

congregation [ {3

1€

marks Ehi. E
et
choreograph [ (¥
W LoT) 0k
DT ETS S E
He 3 |
unwritten rule
[BEBRO> T 4]
social facilitator
[#t52 F o g ]
capricious: having
a tendency to sud-
den unpredictable
changes of attitude
or behaviour.
erratic: irregular or
unpredictable.
Which = Notes (3)

George Mikes =
Notes (4)
contradict: to as-
sert the contrary or
opposite of

eXPress: expresses
LhhoTwhono
[ s callis

breach of etiquette
[=F4 v FERK]

why should he?
1EFrRERT L.



5 huffy: in a bad
mood.

5— make a big scene
[BEb AL =L
2I¥]

7 offend: If you of-
fend someone, you
say or do something
rude which upsets
or embarrasses
them.

9 in piqued tones
xS LI
9 %O T

12 faux pas/foupd:/:
<fml> {L3E. a so-
cially embarrassing
action or mistake.

13— by helping you. ..
rather than of fact
= Notes (5)

26 censure: an €Xpres-
sion of strong dis-
approval or harsh
criticism.

31 touchy: easily up-
set, offended, or ir-
ritated.

34 belittle: to treat (s.t
or s.0) as having
little value or im-
portance.

35 the high twenties
[30°C &< |

36 phew: f{% 3
<interj> used to ex-
press relief, fatigue,
surprise, or disgust.
take kindly to . . .
= Notes (6)

37 laughing and
scoffing and say-
ing DEREOE
B

following a rule: it just simply isn’t done.

If you deliberately break the rule (as I duly did, on several
occasions, in the interests of science), 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 (we have rules about complaining and making a
fuss), 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. In very polite circles,
they may attempt to ‘cover’ your mistake by helping you to re-
define it as a matter of taste or personal idiosyncrasy, rather
than of fact. Among highly courteous people, the response to
your ‘No, actually, it’s quite mild’ might be, after a slightly
embarrassed pause, ‘Oh, perhaps you don’t feel the cold—you
know, my husband is like that: he always thinks it’s mild when
I’m shivering and complaining. Maybe women feel the cold
more than men, do you think?’

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 re-
spect, we treat the English weather like a member of our fam-
ily: one can complain about the behaviour of one’s own chil-
dren 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, mon-
soons, tempests, tornadoes and blizzards—we become extremely
touchy and defensive at any suggestion that our weather is there-
fore 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 Ameri-
cans or Australians laughing and scoffing and saying ‘Call this
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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 rep-
resents 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 understated nuances, rather than a vulgar
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 patri-
otic. During my participant-observation research on English-
ness, which naturally involved many conversations about the
weather, I came across this prickly defensiveness about our
weather again and again, among people of all classes and social
backgrounds. Contempt for American size-fixation was wide-
spread—one outspoken informant (a publican) expressed the
feelings of many when he told me: ‘Oh, with Americans it’s
always “mine’s bigger than yours”, with the weather or any-
thing else. They’re so crass. Bigger steaks, bigger buildings,
bigger snowstorms, more heat, more hurricanes, whatever. No
fucking subtlety, that’s their problem.’ Jeremy Paxman, rather
more elegantly, but equally patriotically, dismisses all Bill
Bryson’s monsoons, raging blizzards, tornadoes and hailstorms
as ‘histrionics’. A very English put-down.

3 isthis fHEsN
TWAHHEHE?

5 agrossly quantita-
tive approach &
?

6 coarse: lacking in
delicacy or refine-
ment.
sniffily: scornfully

8 understated: ex-
hibiting restrained
good taste.

8— a vulgar obsession
with mere volume
and magnitude:
grossly quantitative
approach & FEIGT
5.

11— patriotic: feeling,
expressing, or in-
spired by love for
one’s country.

12 participant-obser-
vation = Notes (7)

14 prickly: touchy or
irritable.

17 outspoken: frank
and unreserved in
speech.
publican: <BE,
JSml> a person who
OWNS OF runs a pub.

20 crass: stupid and
insensitive.

22 fucking: <vulgar>
used as an inten-
sive. cf. p. 15 Notes
(3)

23- Bill Bryson =
Notes (8)

25 histrionics: exag-
gerated emotional
behavior calculated
for effect.
put-down: a hu-
miliating remark.
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ok

They’ll dance with the Kirov and ( ) musical dance programs for
network television.

2. Someone who is ( ) often changes their mind unexpectedly.
3. It was not long before I realised the enormity of my ( ).
4. A( ) situation or period of time is one that makes people anxious,

because they do not know what is going to happen next.

5. He s investigating a possible ( ) of the Official Secrets Act through
unauthorized use of the Central Police Computer to obtain classified information.

6. He ordered her to appear today before Bruce Crawford, the Chief Whip, who is
expected to ( ) her.

capricious aloof tense congregation choreograph
breach censure faux pas catechism census

idiosyncratic
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UNIT 2
GROOMING-TALK

THE RULES OF INTRODUCTION

clumsy: awkward,
not skilful.

chattering classes
= Notes (1)
pretentious: in-
tended to attract no-
tice and impress
others; ostentatious,
showy. L& 12,
pretentious cutie T
[5h-F]
air-kiss social ges-
ture in which the
lips are pursed as if
kissing, but without
actual contact.
camp: homosexual
mwah-mwah/mwa
mwd:/: The sound
of air kissing.

without any of the
spare-hand in-
volvement EF
ELTWwWhEWAD
FTIFML Law
k.
inhibited:
strained or prohib-
ited.

re-

revert to: to go
back to.

Awkwardness Rules

As it is, our introductions and greetings tend to be uncomfort-
able, 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, unless they are very camp gays, and even
then it is done ‘ironically’) are disparagingly referred to as
‘Mwah-Mwahs’. Even in the social circles where cheek-kiss-
ing is acceptable, one can still never be entirely sure whether
one kiss or two is required, resulting in much awkward hesita-
tion 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 intro-
duced to each other for the first time. Ironically, the first intro-
duction, 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 foo formal, but cheek-kisses would be too informal (or
too pretentious, depending on the social circle), and in any case
not allowed between males, so we revert to the usual embar-
rassed confusion, with no-one being quite sure what to do. Hands
are half-extended and then withdrawn or turned into a sort of
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14

vague wave; there may be awkward, hesitant moves towards a
cheek-kiss or some other form of physical contact such as an
arm-touch—as no contact at all feels a bit unfriendly—but these
are also often aborted half-way. This is excruciatingly English:
over-formality is embarrassing, but so is an inappropriate de-
gree 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 in-
troduction—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 where conver-
sation with strangers is permitted, such as a pub bar counter)
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 Iowa,’
particularly if accompanied by an outstretched hand and beam-
ing smile, makes the English wince and cringe. The American
tourists and visitors I spoke to during my research had been
both baffled and hurt by this reaction. ‘I just don’t get it,” said
one woman. ‘You say your name and they sort of wrinkle their
noses, like you’ve told them something a bit too personal and
embarrassing.” “That’s right,” her husband added. ‘And then they
give you this tight little smile and say “Hello”—kind of point-
edly not giving their name, to let you know you’ve made this
big social booboo. What the hell is so private about a person’s
name, for God’s sake?’

I ended up explaining, as kindly as I could, that the English
do not want to know your name, or tell you theirs, until a much
greater degree of intimacy has been established—Ilike maybe
when you marry their daughter. Rather than giving your name,
I suggested, 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
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abort: If s.0 aborts
a process, plan, or
activity, they stop it
before it has been
completed.
excruciatingly: un-
bearably.

such as a pub bar

counter — UNIT 9
ZIE.

brash: showing a
disrespectful or
showy self-con-
fidence.

wince and cringe
(B%E LT
Ch <

baffled: puzzled.
this reaction &7
V35 reaction 7.
sort of = Notes (2)
like fEdea. &5
B2 fEv . 3347
@ like b [FHE.
pointedly [ 4T
I LL, b
LEFIZBYR
FFHED IR E E
- (R

social booboo [
Bco~%, &
idl

for God’s sake =
Notes (3)

vaguely interroga-
tive comment 7° X
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too loudly, and the tone should be light and informal, not ear-
nest or intense. The object is to ‘drift’ casually into conversa-
tion, as though by accident. Even if the other person seems happy
enough to chat, it is still customary to curb any urges to intro-
duce yourself.

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 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.’

One perceptive Dutch tourist, after listening attentively to
my explanation of this procedure commented: ‘Oh, I see. It is
like Alice Through the Looking Glass: you do everything the
wrong way round.’ I had not thought of recommending Alice as
a guide to English etiquette, but on reflection it seems like quite
a good idea.

Notes

(1) chattering classes

B - HAEESICHEBWIZSML, &VEE % £ middle class

DY — FEEET. “chatterati” & 9 HFED® chattering classes D H 1) IZfED
Ntz sbdb. “commentariat” & iTIT[EH.

(2) sortof hedge (~v ¥, HIREE) O WELTBILY, RIALPRAAOH
RoroitHvsRs. FUEE %3 550, p 14,127 O kindof 2 p. 14,1.33
@ maybe, it iC I wonder, [ think, perhaps, rather, in a way % &.

(3) for God’ssake swearing (F&, DD L h§h). ForGod’s [Christ’s, Heaven's, Pete’s]
sake, can you stop crying? ® X 12, MICMbIEEANRT, BE, BHuWOHH,
ERL e RTHEA. BARBICIEYET 28800052 voTCTHEEIZRLIC D
OOREWELE ENED, BTty 7 AP HAELOOLYEE LTHY
5hi p 101D

(4) Alice Through the Looking Glass i [FEoEo 7Y 2] [AEROEOTY

A 1 (Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 1865) O%z#i & LT, 1871 £iZ Lewis Carroll
ko TEPNIZIBETET, HHRPHEBOMEFEOLEEROA A —TUHE 0,
[(FEROEDCTYAI S ADBVATHI A0 LT [EoEOT Y A] X
11 BOEDEPLET 5.
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. There’s nothing ( ) about him. He is very modest and speaks

little of his wealthy family.
He ( ) to eating meat after being a vegetarian for 20 years.
She is very ( ), and finds it difficult to express her feelings.

We have also uncovered vital new evidence about the six markings on the car-
tridge case which ( ) detectives.

But she can’t have spotted them, otherwise I'm sure she’d have ( )
her plan and returned to the house.

offhand baffled inhibited
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THE RULES OF ENGLISH GOSSIP 1

PRI R RSSO OO S S

GROOMING-TALK

Privacy Rules

In quoting the research findings on the pervasiveness of Eng-
lish gossip above, I am not suggesting that the English gossip
any more than people in other cultures. I am sure that studies
elsewhere would also find about two-thirds of conversation time
dedicated to much the same social matters. The researcher re-
sponsible for the English findings (the psychologist Robin
Dunbar) is convinced that this is a universal human trait, and
indeed maintains that language evolved to allow humans to

gossip—as a substitute for the physical ‘social grooming’ of 10

our primate ancestors, which became impractical among the
much wider human social networks.

What I am suggesting is that gossip may be particularly im-
portant 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 back-
grounds, 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 pri-
vacy is an especially serious matter. It is impossible to over-
state the importance of privacy in English culture. Jeremy
Paxman points out that: ‘The importance of privacy informs
the entire organization of the country, from the assumptions on
which laws are based, to the buildings in which the English
live.” George Orwell observes that: ‘The most hateful of all
names in an English ear is Nosy Parker.’
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I would add that a disproportionate number of our most
influential social rules and maxims are concerned with the main-
tenance of privacy: 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’.

As a result, thanks to the inevitable forbidden-fruit effect, we
are a nation of curtain-twitchers, endlessly fascinated by the
tabooed private lives of the ‘members of our social setting’.
The English may not gossip much more than any other culture,
but our privacy rules significantly enhance the value of gossip.
The laws of supply and demand ensure that gossip is a precious
social commodity among the English. ‘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, ex-
tracting such apparently trivial information from a new acquain-
tance 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 a new acquaintance, and
the easiest way to start a conversation. But in addition to our
privacy scruples, we English seem to have a perverse need to
make social life difficult for ourselves, so etiquette requires us
to find a more roundabout, indirect way of discovering what
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people do for a living. It can be most amusing to listen to the
tortured and devious lengths to which English people will go to
ascertain a new acquaintance’s profession without actually ask-
ing the forbidden question. The guessing game, which is played
at almost every middle-class social gathering where people are
meeting each other for the first time, involves attempting to
guess a person’s occupation from ‘clues’ in remarks made about
other matters.

A comment about traffic problems in the local area, for ex-
ample, 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 I work at the hos-
pital, so at least I 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.)

Everyone knows the rules of this game, and most people tend
to offer helpful ‘clues’ early in the conversation, to speed the
process along. Even if you are shy, embarrassed about your job,
or trying to be enigmatic, it is considered very rude to prolong
the clue-hunting stage of the game for too long, and once some-
one makes an explicit guess, you are obliged to reveal your
occupation. It is almost equally impolite to ignore any obvious
‘clue-dropping’ by your new acquaintance. If (to continue the
medical theme) he or she mentions in passing that ‘My surgery
is just round the corner from here’, you are honour-bound to
hazard a guess: ‘Oh, so—you’re a GP?

When the person’s occupation is finally revealed, it is cus-
tomary, however boring or predictable this occupation might
be, to express surprise. The standard response to ‘Yes, I am a
doctor [or teacher, accountant, IT manager, secretary, etc.]’ is
‘Oh, really?!” as though the occupation were both unexpected
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and fascinating. This is almost invariably followed by an em-
barrassed 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?’, or even more
obliquely ‘Have you come far?’ 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 round-
about 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 ob-
vious an attempt to ascertain a male’s availability.)

The guessing-game rituals allow us, eventually, to elicit this
kind of rudimentary census-form information, but the English
privacy rules ensure that any more interesting details about our
lives and relationships are reserved for close friends and fam-
ily. 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.

Incidentally, the English privacy rules, especially the taboo
on ‘prying’, can make life quite difficult for the hapless social
researcher whose life-blood data can only be obtained by con-
stant prying. Many of the findings in this book were discovered
the hard way, by pulling metaphorical teeth, or, more often, des-
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stratagem perately trying to find sneaky tricks and stratagems that would
Istratadzom/ [

I,

=k | help me to get round the privacy rules. Still, the process of de-
vising and experimenting with such tricks led me to the identi-

5 distance rule — fication of some unexpected and interesting rules, such as the

Notes (7) distance rule.

(1) RobinDunbar 1947 £ /57— Lt ¥ h O LESE - CIEAEEET, TENO

(2

(3)

(4)

(&)

(6)

)

Notes

HETECBS B EILEW FOBET O ES. EEIC Grooming, Gossip, and the Evo-
lution of Language (1997), The Human Story (2004) 7z & '
language evolved to allow humans to gossip < /573> There are of course other theo-
ries of language evolution, the most appealing of which is Geoffrey Miller’s proposi-
tion that language evolved as a courtship device—to enable us to flirt. Fortunately, the
‘chat-up’ theory of language evolution is not incompatible with the ‘gossip’ theory,
providing one accepts that gossip has multiple functions, including status-display for
courtship purposes.

George Orwell (1903-1950) f Y AD Y v+ —+Y R b - #EFK. &% Eric Arthur
Blair. 27— ¥ & #tH L7 [$WRF] (Animal Farm, 1945), 4T3 % #3)
L 7z 11984 4| (Nineteen Eighty-Four, 1949) & —{Ed5LEIEL S 3.
curtain-twitchers 753 twitcher 13 <BE ifm/> T enthusiastic bird-watcher = & .
AT ERHIZ, MADREFBICHOTHOALIEET. BE (pp. 115-6) I2kD |
& ) %t d 5. [lower-middle & upper-working class @ Ald, EEIZHE L7 E
MEfACRI LWL, BUL-ADHI—F %2175, Ihii, BRok
BL2B600, HOLH (OFERIFELTAEBILE TR, BBIZE-T
HEFEV. ]

solicitor 1 ¥ AT, EXOHEEHFESL: barrister i23 L, KBS /- F4oEHE
TERLG EOERBERH 447 ) fr# 1 % solicitor L FE5, BARKE I barrister &
solicitor DR G % vs,

GP A %] A ® National Health Service (NHS) HIED b & ClIBEEOSHEHIE
TR, B - ARVEBIRICHRESH, BETAVWEARMARLE-s1s, £+
OrzHERO 10 N 1 APRBRRCMALTEEEZT LY, BEAYOEES,
KT HRHEETHL GPURORBU L ERDTIA 2y PAHEHL, 354
BROEFRVLE LM LB EEMEOW L HES2 84T 2.

distancerule [T v 7OMEE %3 A\WHESILEVEE, F0T 9 7%
TEAMFOBBOARELAD]EVIN—, 2%, BHBSOHNERIBEKIC
LA SRV, RERKEOHERICOVTES, &FLEFORBEI LS P LI
2%, SHICHY &, HHEME, ARERD I DEFEIL o LEFHI LAY, F
AANDHELLHRIZTOERLE VI L, (B pp. 46-7 BR)




22

Exercises

A)$I®WEE%LT,T®ﬁmE§i¢ém1

1.

2

: 8

AF)VANETTANY —2FEIEHETLERTH LA, gossip TADEGE
ETEDONKHELEEV)—RFETHHEE, Fox IED L) IHBLTWS
.

WEIADA £ ANEGRTEZ L2 L CREFTRV LR L B BH & il &
W,

middle class D14 ¥ ZAAD, FIHEOHEOBESLS VWY TL I TOFIRS,
W— L IZH - TEBEL 2 &,

B) () OFiC, TEKEE»POSBEHELCEUYERATALE S,

HEI-—EUIMEZ L.

. I'wish you could get rid of this total ( ) with money and

think about me for a change.
Don’t be so nosy. Can’t you ( )?

Essex Police admitted that questioning the Afghans was “like pulling

( i

Trade is the city’s ( i
He was a ( ), always interfering in other people’s business.
The spiritual teacher was a(n) ( ) person.

teeth strings nosy parker

enigmatic dark horse epidemic

lifeblood mind your own business obsession




1 sex differences —
Notes (1)

2 researchers =
Notes (2)

5 social: relating to
leisure activities
that involve meet-
ing other people.
(cf. social club, so-
cial dance)

9 football 1 ¥

ATILEBI A

#—1 &Y.

no more likely

than women to do

[(BrE) Lotk (A8

= LEI D RVD)

ERLE LIz L

F9 bk

highbrow: intellec-

tual, academic and
often difficult to
understand.

11

12

no more than
[7zotz~T L
v

Itisonlyin LLF
I3 it is ~ that @5
L. SOk
TIIIr I (cleft

sentence) &\ .

30 focus group —

Notes (3)

R R R R = O R R R R o S S S S S S S S S Sl S S S S S e S S S ¢4
)

UNIT 4
GROOMING-TALK

THE RULES OF ENGLISH GOSSIP 2
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Sex Differences in English Gossip Rules

Contrary to popular belief, researchers have found that men
gossip just as much as women. In one English study, both sexes
devoted the same amount of conversation time (about 65 per
cent) to social topics such as personal relationships; in another,
the difference was found to be quite small, with gossip account-
ing for 55 per cent of male conversation time and 67 per cent of
female time. As sport and leisure have been shown to occupy
about 10 per cent of conversation time, discussion of football
could well account for the difference.

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 g0s-
sip, with no more than five per cent of conversation time de-
voted 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 percent.

In fact, recent research has revealed only one significant dif-
ference, 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, par-
ticularly among males, that men spend their conversations ‘solv-
ing 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 fe-
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males readily admitted that they did. On further questioning,
however, the difference turned out to be more a matter of se-
mantics than practice: what the women were happy to call ‘gos-
sip’, the men defined as ‘exchanging information’.

Clearly, there is a stigma attached to gossip among English
males, an unwritten rule to the effect that even if what one is
doing is gossiping, it should be called something else. Perhaps
even more important: it should sound like something else. 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 gos-
sip-tone should be high and quick, or sometimes a stage whis-
per, but always highly animated. ‘Gossip’s got to start with some-
thing 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 scan-
dalous, 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.

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.” An-
other said: “Women tend to speculate more . . . They’ll talk
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about why someone did something, give a history to the situa-
tion.” For women, this detailed speculation about possible mo-
tives and causes, requiring an exhaustive raking over ‘history’,
is a crucial element of gossip, as is 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 gos-
sip’ 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 feed-
back 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!”’

My female informants agreed, however, that a man who did
respond in the approved female manner would sound inappro-
priately girly, or even disturbingly effeminate. Even the gay
males I interviewed felt that the ‘NO! Really?’ kind of response
would be regarded as decidedly ‘camp’. The unwritten rules of
English gossip etiquette do allow men to express shock or sur-
prise when they hear a particularly juicy bit of gossip, but it is
understood that a suitable expletive conveys such surprise in a
more acceptably masculine fashion.
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Exercises

A)ﬁi@ﬂﬁﬂ%bf,?@ﬁmﬁ%i&éul

1. BEOERE LTI, T2y 70BLERFOLIHIICBEHLRT VS B,
2. IHEDHRETIE, EDLHI BT L0 7.

3. FILBHORMT, BH7LIIEETIZRL, bosBMEFERLTVE WS M
FESE b hvwold, MAERZERSNT VS,

4. T2y TOFELHOET, BROFMOE N F R~ S0,

B) () OfhiZ, TEEH, SEMYLERNEEATALLE S,
BER—EULPEZL.

1. If something has a ( ) attached to it, people think it is
something to be ashamed of.

2. If there is a four-sided figure ( ) three of its angles are
90°, the remaining angle will also be 90°.

3. The government made a statement ( ) it’s against the war.

4. Itwasa( ). It is unclear on what basis they made the
determination that one claim was more credible than the other.

5. People with a mental illness, for instance, are ( ) anyone
else to harm strangers.

stigma no more likely than no more than
he-said she-said thing  wet blanket matter of course
such that to the effect that so that
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UNIT 5

HUMOUR RULES
IRONY RULES 1

sttt sl S s s SRSl USRS s S USSR s Sl S SRl

The English are not usually given to patriotic boasting—in-
deed, 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 of humour
than any other nation, and specifically that other nations are all
tediously literal in their thinking and incapable of understand-
ing or appreciating irony. Almost all of the English people I
interviewed subscribed to this belief, and many foreigners, rather
surprisingly, humbly concurred.

Although we seem to have persuaded ourselves and a great
many others of our superior sense of irony, I remain, as [ have
already indicated, not entirely convinced. Humour is universal;
irony is a universally important ingredient of humour: no single
culture can possibly claim a monopoly on it. My research sug-
gests 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 impor-
tance we attach to it. Irony is the dominant ingredient in
English humour, not just a piquant flavouring. Irony rules. The
English, according to an acute observer of the minutiae of Eng-
lishness, are ‘conceived in irony. We float in it from the womb.
It’s the amniotic fluid . . . Joking but not joking. Caring but not
caring. Serious but not serious.’

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’. This was a business-
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