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Chapter 1 United Kingdom -

L

General Introduction

In the 19th century, the United Kingdom used to be the leading power with maritme
hegemony and thus boast itsell as*the Empire where the sun never sets™. However, dur-
ing the first 50 years of the 20th century, its national power was weakened ty the two
world wars, and in the late half, its colonies began to declare their independence from the
immense colonial empire. In spite of its weakening of national power and economic retro-
gress in the post-war period, the kingdom had managed 1o recover its economy and inter-
national influences since the drastic reforms by Prime Minister Thatcher, “the Iron lLa-
dy™ after her election in 1979. Her follower Tony Blaire of the Labor Party, elected as
the Prime Minister in 1997, continued the implementation of free economy and advoca-
ted his new liberalism, the so-called “the Third Path™, which resulted in a consistent
prosperity. At present, UK is a mighty nation which plays a significant role in the inter-
national and diplomatic arena. It has performed better than other developed nations in
terms of economy, as one of the western countries with the lowest unemployment. As an
important trade party, economical power and the financial center, UK constitutes the
fifth economic system of the world. It is one of the countries which enjoy most wealth,

mosl advanced economy and the highest living standard.

1. The Land and People

1.1 The Formation of the Land

The British Isles consists of two large islands: one is called Ireland and the other
Britain with an area of about 93, 000 square miles. This i1s remarkably small when you
consider its population and its importance in world affairs. Britain, or Great Britain, is the
larger ol these two islands, and it is divided into three parts: Scotland, Wales and
England. “GB™ on the back of British cars abroad is short for Great Britain, which is the
name for England, Scotland and Wales. “The UK™ is short for the United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Most of the United Kingdom is low-lying land with

mountains in the north and wesl. It has a temperate climate and a mild temperature, with



- 4 - Society & Culture of English-Speaking Countries

a fairly distributed rainfall throughout the year. Rain can occur at any time, however, on
average, March to June are the dries months and September to January the wettest.
During May, June and July, the average daily duration of sunshine varies from five hours
in the north to eight hours in the south.

Traveling across Britain, visitors will be shocked by the large areas of unspoiled
countryside between the villages and towns. Another spectacular thing is that many of the
towns and villages are old, historic buildings which have been protected with great
pride. The British tend to have a strong sense of history and consider the preservation of
such onuments as ecritical. They pay tribute to those who have made a significant

contribution to British, or international culture.
England

Among the three parts, England is the largest, most populous, and overally the
richest. England possesses the largest, southern part of Great Britain with Wales to its
west and Scotland to its north. It has an area of more than 130, 000 square kilometers
which takes up nearly 60% of the whole island. The southwest and west except for the
Severn Valley and the Cheshire-Lancashire Plain ( round Liverpool) are largely a
plateau, with rolling plains, downs and occasional moors. 'The Pennines, a range of hills
running from North Midlands to the Scottish border, are the principal mountain
chain. But the highest peak of England, Scafell (978 m), is in the Lake District in
northwest England. The east of England is mainly an open cultivated plain, narrowing in
North Yorkshire to a passage ( Vale of York) between coastal moors and Pennines, and
in Northumberland to a coastal strip.

Two rivers run through the country. The Thames? is the best known in Britain and
the Severn is the longest on the island. England has a long coastline; Brighton in the
south, and Blackpool in the northwest are among the famous seaside resorts. Dense
population are distributed in London and Southeast, South and West Yorkshire, Greater
Manchester and the West Midlands.

Within England the eight administrative regions do not have strong cultural
identities of their own. The styles of architecture do not vary, though there are parts of the
southwest and north where stone houses were more common until recently than the red
brick houses which predominate in most other regions. * There is clear difference
between the northern way of speaking English and the southern way, though each has

3

local variants and each is' different from what has been called “standard English™ or

“received pronunciation”, which has no regional basis and is spoken by about 3 percent
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of the people, scattered around the country.

Hall of England’s people live north of a line drawn from the south edge of
Birmingham to the Wash. Four-fifths of them are in big towns or their suburbs. With its
lack of heavy industry and its slightly sunnier and milder climate England is more
agreeable 1o some people than the north, though it has less good scenery. ”In the past
fifty years its relative advantages have grown. Being nearer both to London and to the
Continent it has had easier connections with the outside world, and nearly all today’s
visitors from other continents arrive at London airports. The south’s economy has adapted
itself more easily than the north’s to the needs of the late twentieth century, and it is the
main base of the most modern industries and enterprises. More people stay at school after
the age of sixteen, more go to university, fewer are unemployed, more have middle-class
jobs.

Scotland

Scotland is the most rugged and sparsely populated part of the UK. Between the
Highlands in the north and the hilly Uplands in the south, most Scottish people live in
the lowlying Central Belt. However, much of the land in the “lowlands™ is still too high
for easy cultivation. On arriving in the Highlands, most people would agree that the
scenery is indeed magnificent. The Highlands are, as the name implies, the hilly or
mountainous region of the country; they form the greater part of the western half of
Scotland north of Glasgow.

On the first night in Scotland a tourist may choose to put up at a hotel in the little
town of Callander. which is known as one of “the Gateways to the Highlands™. On the
following day he can set out to see the various lakes, or rather lochs, in the neighborhood,
and will be delighted with wild and romantie aspect of the countryside. When he returns to
his hotel he will be glad to eat a copious “high tea”. This is a meal which, in Scotland
and many parts of northern England, takes the place of tea and dinner. It consists of one
substantial course, such as one would have at dinner, followed by bread-and-butter, with
jam or honey, and some cakes; tea is drunk with the meal, which is taken at about six
o’ clock in the evening. One has a light supper late in the evening.

The next morning many tourists journey on to the west coast, passing on their way
Loch Lomond, one of the largest and most famous of the Scottish lakes (these are called
“lochs™, with the exception of the Lake of Menteith, not far from Glasgow). The road
twists and turns, dips and climbs, but is not dangerous. The greatest hazard is the

black-faced sheep: these animals are as active and impudent as goats, and frequently
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wander recklessly into the road. The tourist may also see a herd of long-haired Highland
cattle, which look savage but are no more so than ordinary cattle. Eventually the road
runs parallel with the sea, along a coastline fringed with little inlands and made ragged

with rocky bays and the deep inlets that are also called “lochs™.
Wales

On the western side of Britain lies one of the most beautiful parts of the British
Isles: the principality of Wales. The Welsh mountains have a beauty which is rugged and
forbidding, but the slopes are as green and fertile as the valleys and provide rich pasture
for sheep and cows. In central and north Wales, farming is the main occupation, but the
valleys of south Wales are very heavily industrialized. Here the wealth of the land lies
below the surface in rich coal seams and the mining villages have grown into busy towns
around iron and steel foundries, chemical works and oil refineries.

Wales has been called “The Land of Song”. The Welsh people are renowned for
their good voices and it is rare to find a village without at least one choir competing in an
“ecisteddfod™ or arts festival. The biggest festival of all is the International Eisteddfod
held every year in Llangollen in Clwyd. Singers, dancers, musicians and poets come from
all over the world to compete for the awards, ofien wearing colorful national costume. The
Welsh girls contribute to the festival gaiety with their national dress—a tall black hat, a
scarlet skirt and a starched white apron. The streets of this small country town bustle with
the comings and goings of visitors speaking many languages. One of the foreign languages
heard will be English, for in North Wales many of the local people speak Welsh as their
native tongue. Today, only about a quarter of the Welsh population speak this ancient
language as their first language, although many more who use English can understand
Welsh as well, and encourage their children to learn it at school. The Welsh people are
proud of being Celtic”, different from the Anglo-Saxon® English, with an ancient

language and a heritage of their own.
Northern Ireland

Northern Ireland is a fourth region of the United Kingdom. It takes up the northern
fifth of Ireland and has an area of 14, 147 square kilometers. It is a mostly rural, green
land with low hills and is suitable largely for animal farming and shipbuilding. It has a
rocky and wild northern coastline, with several deep indentations. In the northeast lie the
uplands of County Antrim,.while the mountains in the southeast gradually give way to the

central lowlands of the Neagh basin. Belfast is the capital of Northern Ireland.
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The whole of Northern Ireland has a temperate maritime climate, rather wetter in the
wesl than the east, although cloud cover is persistent across the region. The weather is
unpredictable at all times of the year, and although the Seasons are distinet, they are
considerably less pronounced than in interior Europe or the eastern seaboard of
North America.

Northern Ireland’s economy, based partly on farming and partly on the ht.favy
industries of Belfast, has brought its people a standard of living well above that of the
Republic, but lower than Great Britain’s. With the decline of shipbuilding there is now
sertous unemployment, and vast sums have been spent by UK governments in attempts to

improve the situation.
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1.2 The Makeup of Population

"The FEnglish are quite different from all other nationalities including their
neighbours, the French, Dutch and Belgians. It might relate to the fact that they live on
an island separated from the rest of Kurope. Whatever the reasons, it may be fair tosay
that Englishman has their distinctive attitudes and habits. Broadly speaking, the English
people are quiet, shy, and reserved.

“The UK” is short for the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern
Ireland. Nevertheless, a majority of people call the UK *Britain™, and a number of
foreigners simply say “England™, which is incorrect. The English people tend to use the
words England and English when they mean Britain and British, but this sometimes
annoys the Scots and the Welsh. The Scots in particular are very proud of their separate
nationality; they have their own legal system, and some of their internal affairs are
managed by special Scottish departments, though they have no separate Parliament. The
Welsh too do not regard themselves as English, and have a culture and even a language
of their own. There is a Welsh Nationalist and a Scottish Nationalist party, demanding a
measure of independence from England, but although they have held seats in the House
of Commons, they are not very strong; and in general the Scots, the Welsh and the
English feel sufficiently similar to each other to be quite content to form a combined
Parliament in London.

With the Irish, the question is more complicaled and much less happy. Ireland
became part of the United Kingdom in 1801, but it soon grew discontented, and for forty
years the “Irish Question” was the biggest headache of the British Parliament”. At last,
after much bloodshed, Ireland divided itself into two: Northern Ireland remained loyal to
the Crown ( though it has its own Parliament sitting in Belfast for internal affairs) , and in
1922 the rest of the country broke away to form an Irish Free State, later called Eire
( pronounced Aira) and now the Republic of Ireland. The Republic of Ireland is almost
entirely Roman Catholic®; it does not regard itself as British, and is not now even a
supporter of the Commonwealth®. Unlike the major Commonwealth countries it did not
lift a finger to help Britain in, the Second World War. It is still discontented, as it resents

the existence of Northern Ireland, and wants the whole of Ireland to be a republic.



