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Unit 1 B
The English Character

Success is the ability to go from one failure to another with
no loss of enthusiasm.
—Winston Churchill

sy e PR i =

Unit Goals

@ To understand the character of English people

® To get acquainted with some basic cultural concepts concerning the
English character

@ To learn useful words and expressions concerning the English character and
improve Engligh language skills

(¢

%@m&

Before You Read

Work with your partner and share ideas with each other.
1) What are the first three things that come into your
mind when you hear the words “ Britain” or
“Britons”?
e.g. When I think of “Britain,” I think of. ..
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2) What do you think of the Britons? What are the three descriptive words you associate
most with British people?

c.g. ’ ’

Start to Read

1 To other Europeans, the best known quality of the British, and in particular of the
English, is “reserved.” A reserved person is one who does not talk very much to
strangers, does not show much emotion, and seldom gets excited. It is difficult to get to
know a reserved person: he never tells you anything about himself, and you may work
with him for years without even knowing where he lives, how many children he has, and

what his interests are. English people tend to be like that.

i R i 2 If they are making a journey by bus, they will do
: their best to find an empty seat; if by train, an empty
compartment. If they have to share the compartment
with a stranger, they may travel many miles without
starting a conversation. If a conversation does start,
personal questions like “How old are you?” or even
“What is your name?” are not easily asked.

3 This reluctance to communicate with others is an
¥4 -
Luve of i ling

unfortunate quality in some ways since it tends to give
the impression of coldness, and it is true that the English (except perhaps those in the
North) are not noted for their generosity and hospitality. On the other:hand, they are
perfectly human behind their barrier of reserve, and may be quite pleased when a friendly
stranger or foreigner succeeds for a time in breaking the barrier down. We may also
mention at this point that the people of the North and West, especially the Welsh, are
much less reserved than those of the South and the East.

4 Closely related to English reserve is English modesty. Within their hearts, the English
are perhaps no less conceited than anybody else, but in their relations with others they
value at least a show of modesty. Self-praise is felt to be impolite. If a person is, let us
say, very good at tennis and someone asks him if he is a good player, he will seldom reply
“Yes” because people will think him conceited. He will probably give an answer like
“I’m not bad” or “I think I’m very good” or “Well, I’m very keen on tennis.” Even if
he had managed to reach the finals in last year’s local championships, he would say it in
such a way as to suggest that it was only due to a piece of good luck.

'8 The famous English sense of humor is similar. Its starting-point is self-dispraise, and its

great enemy is conceit. Its object is the ability to laugh at oneself—at one’s own faults,
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one’s own failure, even at one’s own ideals. The criticism
“He has no sense of humor” is very commonly heard in
Britain, where humor is highly prized. A sense of humor is
an attitude to life rather than the mere ability to laugh at
jokes. This attitude is never cruel or disrespectful or
malicious. The English do not laugh at a cripple or a

madman, or a tragedy or an honorable failure.

- Since reserve, a show of modesty and a sense of humor

“The tooth has to come out ki
no reason why we can't have a little fun.”

expect them in others. He secretly looks down on more excitable nations, and likes to think of

are part of his own nature, the typical Englishman tends to

himself as more reliable than them. He does not trust big promises and open shows of feelings,
especially if they are expressed in flowery language. He
does not trust self-praise of any kind. This applies not
only to what other people may tell him about
themselves orally, but to the letters they may write to
him. To those who are fond of flowery expressions,
the Englishman may appear uncomfortably cold.

7 Finally, sportsmanship. Like a sense of humor,
this is an English ideal which not all Englishmen live
P. BNRNES,

up to. It must be realized that sport in this modern “Just remember, son, it doesn’t matter whether
You win or lose-—unless you want Daddy’ love.”

form is almost entirely a British invention. Boxing,

rugby, football, hockey, tennis and cricket were all first organized and given rules in
Britain. Rules are the essence of sport, and sportsmanship is the ability to practice a sport
according to its rules, while also showing generosity to one’s opponent and good temper
in defeat. The high pressure of modern international sport makes these ideals difficult to
keep, but they are at least highly valued in Britain and are certainly achieved there more
commonly than among more excitable peoples. Moreover, sportsmanship as an ideal is
applied to life in general and this is proved by the number of sporting terms used in
ordinary speech. Everybody talks of “fair play” and “playing the game” or “playing
fair.” Borrowed from boxing, “straight from the shoulder” is used to describe a well-
aimed strong criticism, and “below the belt” is used to describe an unfair one. One of the
most elementary rules of life is “never hit a man when he’s down. ” In other words, never
take advantage of a person’s misfortune. English schoolboys often show this sense of

sportsmanship to a surprisingly high degrec in their relations with each other.

After You Read

Knowledge Focus ‘
1. Work with your partner and share ideas with each other.
What would an Englishman or woman usually do in the following situations?

<> An Englishman makes a journey to somewhere by train. . .
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<> An acquaintance asks an English lady’s age. ..

<> Someone pays compliments to an Englishman’s skills in tennis. . .

<> There’s something quite funny happening in public ‘and an Englishman happens to
seeit... .

<> An Englishman has just lost a tennis match. ..

2. Write T if the statement is true and F if it is false.

1) A reserved person is one who is quite emotional, and tends to get excited
casily.
____2) The British people are not noted for their generosity and hospitality.
___3) The Welsh are much less reserved than people of the South and the East.
4) A sense of humor is an attitude to life rather than the mere ability to laugh at jokes.

i

5) “Straight from the shoulder” and “below the belt” are sporting terms

borrowed from rugby.

Language Focus

1.

Discuss the meanings of the bold-faced words in this text and work with a partner to fill

in the blanks with a proper word or words.

1) While English people are, in general, reserved; the American people tend to
be

2) If a person is reluctant to communicate with others, he usually to start
a conversation.

3) The hostess is very hospitable, and the guests are treated

4) Whenever anyone mentions the word “conceit”, the image of Mr. Darcy comes
into mind, he was thought to be

5) You’d better those people who are sweet as honey to your face and as
malicious as hell behind your back.

6) If you seck help from a friend known for generosity, he is likely to

Fill in the blanks with the following expressions you have learned in the text.

be noted for look down on be keen on
due to for a time live up to
take advantage of apply to

1) This rule cannot be any case.

2) Students must every opportunity to speak English.

3) Conceited people always others.

4) the police thought she might be guilty, but before long they eliminated

her from their list of suspects.

5) This resort its hot springs.

6) It’s boring to stay at home all day long. I outdoor sports.

7) His success is entirely his hard work.

8) I hope I can the expectations of my parents.
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3. Fill in the blanks with the proper forms of words in the brackets.

DA (reserve) person is one who does not talk very much to strangers, does
not show much emotion, and seldom gets excited.

2) This (reluctant) to communicate with others is an unfortunate quality in
some ways since it tends to give the impression of coldness.

3) It is true that the English (except perhaps those in the North) are not noted for their

(generous) and (hospitable) . '

4) Closely related to English reserve is English (modest) .

5) To the English people, self-praise is felt to be (polite) .

6) The (criticize) “He has no sense of humor” is very commonly heard in
Britain, where humor is highly prized.

7) The typical Englishman secretly looks down on more (excite) nations,
and likes to think of himself as more (rely) than they.

8) English schoolboys often show the sense of sportsmanship to a (surprise)

high degree in their relations with each other.

Comprehensive Work
1. Study the following British sayings and try to use them to make dialogues.
1) A stitch in time saves nine.
2) One man’s meat is another man’s poison.
3) You can lead a horse to water, but you cannot make it drink.
4) The grass is always greener on the other side.
5) Don’t cross your bridges before you come to them.
6) The best advice is found on the pillow.
7) Birds of a feather flock together.
8) Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

2. Pair Work: Work with your partner and share ideas with each other.
Compare the English character with the American character. What are the similarities

and differences?

3. Essay Writing
Write a passage of about 300 words, presenting your understanding of the following
questions.
* Which aspect of the English character impresses you the most?
ss Why?
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Read More

A

Text B The English Character ()

Read the following passage and finish the following exercises.
1) One can get the message from the first paragraph that it is (likely/unlikely)
to converse with the English in an intimate manner.

” &

2) “Silence is golden ,” “ Empty vessels make the most noise” and * You are not put on to this
earth to enjoy yourself.” From the sayings above, we can get the clue that the English

parents want their children to be

3) If there is one trait that absolutely singles out the English, it is their shared dislike for
anyone or anything that * 7.
4) To the English, the proper way to behave in almost all situations is to display a languid
to almost everything. Even in affairs of the heart, it is considered unseemly
to show one’s feelings except
5) The term is not exclusively a sporting one. It describes the sort of behaviour both on
and off the playing field that characterises everything the English really respect. The

term refers to *

6

~

Whilst they may appear fearless and calm on the surface, deep down the English suffer

from agonising self-doubt, feeling that in many areas of human activity they just

cannot cut the mustard. The underlined expression means ;

7) The English have a strong sense of history and they tend to fill their homes
with

8) The English are endlessly resourceful and inventive, but rarely their

inventions.

Stiff Upper Lip

The characteristic English pose involves keeping the head held
high, the upper lip stiff and the best foot forward. In this position,
conversation is difficult and intimacy of any kind almost impossible.

This in itself is a clue to the English character.

Puritanism
Puritanism has always found in the English its most fertile J
breeding ground. For hundreds of years their children have been brainwashed with trite

”

little sayings—“Silence is golden, Empty vessels make the most noise” and, most
telling, “You are not put on to this earth to enjoy yourself.”

Small wonder that they end up, as adults, acting rather like the three wise monkeys
and emotionally in traction.

But still the English defend their character and behaviour against all comers. Perhaps

that is because Puritanism with its punishing work ethic assures them that their reward for



