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Key to symbols used:

> following a word or phrase
' indicates that there is an
entry for it in the glossary
at the end of the chapter

| (SR2) I shows that there is further
information given in the
supplementary reading

l (CH62) I indicates that there is
further information in
another chapter (in this
example, Chapter 6)

PREFACE TO STUDENTS

The study of the life and culture of an English speaking country can be one of the
most interesting and enjoyable courses in an English degree. This book aims to
provide teachers and students with a fresh, lively and up-to-date approach to the
study of contemporary Britain.

It is our hope that this book will help you achieve three main objectives:-

©® To understand British society and culture.
@ To improve your language ability.
® To increase your ability to interpret and analyse evidence.

Each chapter deals with a different aspect of life in Britain. In order to get the
maximum benefit from this book, and to achieve these objectives, it is important
for you always to read each chapter carefully before class and to think about the
questions posed. Do not be afraid to ask your teacher questions. He or she cannot
be expected to know every fact about Britain, but will appreciate knowing what
you are interested in. You will also be making the class more lively.

It is also important to be active in all the classroom activities - think about the
problems set and use your English vocabulary as much as you can. Think over
what you have learned at the end of each unit. Finally, keep alert to what is
happening in Britain both during and after you study this course.

Throughout this book you will be encouraged to think about the issues that
matter to people in Britain today. What does he or she think about and hope for?
It will help if you can imagine yourself in a British person’s situation. Then, as
well as being able to describe, for example, what a British family might look like
from the outside, you are finding out what that family might mean to its
members. Who do they include within their family? How do family relationships
influence their behaviour? As well as being able to describe the functions of the
British Parliament, try and understand how an ordinary member of the public

might see it. How might they attempt to influence it? How might they be affected
by it?
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By the end of this course you should have acquired enough cultural knowledge to
be able to outline the main features of Britain using up-to-date evidence, explain
how British society and its institutions work, understand better what it is like to
be British and appreciate better the extent of unity and diversity, stability and
change in British society. You should also have a better understanding of the
main problems facing Britain and the different sections of British society, so that
you will be able to apply this knowledge in your future life outside college or
university.

As a student of the English language, you should also be able to recognise and
use a wider range of vocabulary and idioms connected with British life and to
communicate clearly what you have learned about Britain, in both speech and
writing.

More generally, studying another culture also enables you to see your own
through different eyes, giving you many fresh insights into habits and customs
which you had previously taken for granted. In Chapter 1 ‘Introduction’ you will
have the chance to think further about some of these general questions
concerning cultural studies (see ‘Section C’ and ‘Supplementary Reading’).
Before that, however, please take time to read the notes on the use of the
materials below.

Notes on use of different types of source material

It is unlikely that you will have direct contact with many British people to ask
them about their country. It is very important, therefore, to think carefully about
how you use the evidence which you do have available. How can you get the most
out of the information in this book? On the one hand it is important to respect
the evidence - to take it seriously even if it contradicts some of your previous
impressions about Britain. On the other hand it is important to approach it
critically - just because something is printed does not mean it is the whole truth.
As writers we have tried our best to provide you with a range of images of
Britain; sometimes the detailed personal experiences of an individual, sometimes
a more general description, as well as tables and graphs. But remember - it is
inevitable that we have left a lot out, and everything mcluded is based on the
perceptions of fallible human beings.

The notes below are designed to make you aware of what you should be conscious
of as you study this ‘evidence’ of what life is like in Britain.

1. Personal accounts

It can be very interesting to read about the experiences and points of view of
other people but, as pieces of evidence contributing to our understanding of
Britain, these need to be carefully and critically evaluated. It will help to ask the
following questions:-

1. What kind of a person is writing? (sex, age, occupation, etc.)

2. Are there many/few of this kind of person in Britain? Are there any reasons to
believe this person is typical/atypical® of others in the same category?

3. From the account, what seems to matter to this person? Can you identify any
of their assumptions and values?

4. What do you think were their motives in communicating the account you are
reading?

5. What is missed out of the account? What else would you like to ask the person?
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6. What do you know w}nch that person did not know when the account was
given? ( e.g. what has happened since, more general statistics, other points of
view)

7. Do you think a Chinese person in the same situation would think and react
differently? How and why?

2. An observation, description or analysis by a socioiogist, journalist or
other professional writer

These accounts will often aim to give a systematic and objective picture of a
situation. However, the writer is still a human being, so -

What do you know about the observer? First check through the same 7 questions
above, as if it were a personal account.

Then, to get the most out of the text, also thmk about the following questions -

What is being described - a place, a group, an institution, a pattern of behaviour,
a sequence of events?

Is what is being described claimed to be representative of something more? (e.g.
of the whole of Britain, of trends in middle class families, of the usual Way the
police work...)

Are explanations of events or of people s activities given or implied? If so, what
kinds of explanations - economic or political motives, social pressure, values and
beliefs, individual psychology?

Does the description give you any emotional feelings? Are these due to the
observer’s response, the participants’ responses or your own response to what is
described?

How does the writer use language? Is the language of the people observed used?
How far are things described in terms of ‘academic’ concepts?

How well supported by evidence are the writer’s statements?.

3. Statistics and Charts

Many people are tempted to give greater weight to something expressed in
figures - it appears to be more scientific. But ask the followmg questions before
drawing conclusions from a table or graph:-

1. What is the source of the statistics? ( e.g. government, university, business,
polling organisation??)

2. What section of society do the statistics cover, i.e. what is the statistical
population? (e.g. everybody in Britain, teenagers, Scottish voters, readers of one
particular newspaper?)

3. What kind of a sample was investigated? Almost the whole population, as in
the government census, or a few thousand, as in public opinion polls9®? Was it
only restricted to one place or only conducted through members of one
organisation? Are there any reasons to believe it is not representative of the
population claimed?

4. If a graph, chart or table i8 shown, does it give a particular emphasis to the
figures. Could they have been displayed in any other way to give a different -
emphasis?

5. If a major trend or majority view is shown, what is the mgmﬁcance of the
contrary trends or minority views?

6. Do the statistics really measure what they claim to, i.e. how valid are they?
Take note if they don’t quite measure what you want to know. For example,
divorce statistics may not necessarily measure the extent of unhappiness in
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marriage, working hours may not measure the actual number of hours worked,
court convictions may not measure all the crimes committed in the society, etc.
7. How wide a range of possible meanings could be given to the same answer in
an attitude survey? For example, someone who says they ‘don’t believe in racial
discrimination’ could be someone who thinks this is the ‘correct’ thing to say, but
still has some personal prejudices in practice, or could be someone actively
campaigning for more racial equality. A person who says they ‘believe in God’
may actively take this into account in all their thinking, or may only think about
the question when asked in a social survey.

8. When were the statistics collected? If they present a picture for one point in
time, how likely is this to change? Approval ratings® for a political leader may
change dramatically from one year to another, and so this month’s polls cannot
be taken to be a fundamental statement of British political attitudes. The
proportion of MPs2 who are women also changes over time, but the statistics for
this year reflect something which continues to be of long term significance.

Pictures and Quotations

These are to make the book more lively, but you can also learn something from
them:-

1. What is your immediate reaction to the illustration or quotation? Do you find
it funny? Can you understand the point being made? Do you agree with or
sympathise with this point of view? ‘

2. Is it a ‘subjective’ view or is it implying some ‘objective’ fact or insight?

3. What evidence is there in the surrounding text to support or question the
point being made? What further evidence would be useful?

Remember: We only have the space here, as in any book, to give you a
selection of images about Britain. If there are areas which you think should be
handled differently, or which you would like to see expanded, please let us or
your teacher know. We can then learn from you and this book can be improved
for later editions. Contact: British Studies Co-ordinator, English Department,
Guangdong University of Foreign Studies, Huangpodong, Guangzhou 510421
Good luck with your study. We hope that you find this textbook interesting and
rewarding.

Glossary

approval rating figure calculated after a survey of the general public
in which they are asked for their opinions about the
political leaders

atypical untypical / unusual

MP Member of Parliament, i.e. Parliamentary
representative

polling organisation organisation which carries out surveys of public
opinion about the political parties, particularly
around election times

public opinion poll a survey carried out by a polling organisation



British Culture & Society

Young people drinking in bar



British Culture & Society

Double-decker buses

Preface

vi

LT TS



EE R-Fode Al

British Culture & Society

Cobble stoned street in North Yorkshire

Preface



British Culture & Society

Greengrocer’s and florist’s shop

Preface

Vi

.

aue



