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Introduction


Man is a creature who lives not upon bread alone, but primarily by catchwords.



 


Robert Louis Stevenson, Virginibus Puerisque, 1881


What you say is what you are.



 


Playground taunt, 20th century





The 100 Words that Make the English consists of one hundred of ‘our’ keywords, each followed by a short essay that typically looks at where the word came from and how it may have changed and evolved; how it has been used, by whom and with what intention; and how it keys into shared ideas of Englishness. Where space permits, exemplifying quotes - ‘citations’ - are included. These are the hundred words out of the million or so in the available lexicon that I think sum up our understanding of ourselves. They have not been selected according to any ‘scientific’ criteria, or on the basis of a survey; the choice is based on intuition, on personal encounters with  language-users in all sorts of settings and on adventuring in archives and libraries. It’s certain that no two people asked to make such a selection would choose the same words, and criticism of these choices is very warmly welcomed. Throughout the process of writing, a host of other candidates have thrust themselves forward. In the last couple of hours I’ve heard or read: ‘kicking off’, in the sense of losing one’s temper and starting a fight; ‘continental’, in the phrase ‘continental manners and mores’; the adjective ‘Pooterish’, borrowing the name of the hero of George and Weedon Grossmith’s 1892 Diary of a Nobody to define someone as comically narrow-minded and fastidious; and ‘Middle England’ (first used by Lord Salisbury in 1882, but popularised as a political buzzword a hundred years later), a paradigm of what the academics call an ‘imagined community’. A case for inclusion in the ‘Top 100’ could be made for any one of these. Each of them can usefully be unbundled to call into question sub-surface assumptions and implications. Why employ a footballing metaphor for a sudden eruption of ill temper and/or violence? What exactly are the attributes held in common by ‘continentals’ - and where in Europe do these infuriatingly rational, sybaritic aliens and their noisy extended families reside? What could a contemporary lifestyle have in common with a mundane Victorian existence? Where, apart from in our imagination, is Middle England located and what are its defining features? An oblique sort of answer to this last question has been provided by a Dutch visitor, teacher Pieter Boogaart, in his A272: An Ode to a Road. Of the highway that runs through Sussex into Hampshire he said, ‘for some reason it always filled me with a sense of nostalgia when we came across it or when I saw it on a map. It’s a bit like falling in love . . .’ The road has since been nominated as number 545 of the 1,170 ‘icons of England’ featured on the internet.


This is not a list of my favourite words - that would include such indulgences as ‘hoity-toity’, ‘raffish’, ‘cringeworthy’ (Cuthbert of that ilk being a sort of anti-Bash Street Kid) and, if I’m honest, ‘arse’. I’ve tried not to be utterly predictable in the choice of terms to cover, while still taking account of clichés and stereotypes if they are genuinely central to our self-image. Thus, understatement is included, because a scan of spoken and written sources shows that we do say it and write it, but ‘hypocrisy’, though alluded to, does not get its own entry, since it features mainly in outsiders’ descriptions of English behaviour (scanning international publications confirms that the global hypocrite label, inevitable for any quasi-imperialist claiming the moral high ground, is more often applied to the USA these days), with one notable exception: the cries of ‘humbug’ (from 1754, origin unknown) whenever Labour politicians send their children to selective schools. ‘Stiff upper lip’ crops up once or twice in the following pages, but didn’t merit an entry to itself. Apart from being, to my mind, a dodgy (1950s, ‘unreliable’, from 1860s, ‘illegal’, ‘stolen’) metaphor, it’s actually American in origin, first attested in 1815: as innumerable bores, echoing actor Michael Caine, have observed, ‘not many people know that’.


Technology can be of some help in analysing language in action. ‘Corpus-based’ or computational linguistics, with its techniques of text-scanning and concordancing (electronically mapping relationships between words), now enables us to establish how frequently a given word occurs in a body of writing or a set of recordings, and the entire works of a writer can be scanned and ‘tagged’ to discover which words and combinations of words she particularly favours. One problem is that nearly all corpora consist only of written language, collected from newspapers and books, and where  spoken language has been recorded it is nearly always ‘standard’ English rather than colloquial or quirky language which is fed into the databases, so that we can’t count on electronic sources for a fully comprehensive sampling of varieties, styles and idiosyncrasies. In any case, in a book of this kind there is not space enough to examine regional dialects and localised usages, unless they impact (like cockney rhyming slang, or Afro-Caribbean ‘patwa’, or Asian-influenced ‘Hinglish’, for example) on the ‘mainstream’ tongue. Simply listening in on authentic speech allows us to identify the rituals of English conversation, such as grumbling (‘I’ve been queuing since eight o’clock this morning: what with one thing and another I’m about done for. I’d like to take that Attlee and all the rest of them and put them on the top of a bonfire in Hyde Park and burn them’), saying sorry, excusing oneself and others, veiled criticisms, endless social categorising, along with nonstop banter consisting of teasing and facetiousness, and a pervasive, even corrosive, irony.


In tracking the cultural and linguistic transformations of the last two hundred years, what strikes us is that there is a watershed, a relatively recent tipping-point or step-change where we started to use jargon unknown to our grandparents. Social upheavals like the agricultural and industrial revolutions, the two world wars, the advent of the so-called affluent society and permissiveness have all resulted in feelings of disjuncture and disorientation, but for my purposes the great transition was from ‘Old England’ to ‘New Britain’, and I think it happened very quickly, at the end of the 1970s. There have been numerous Old Englands, as from Victorian Pre-Raphaelite times onwards people have conjured up a purer, cleaner, more honest society, bucolic and homogeneous. My Old England encompasses everything that  preceded the free-market post-industrial multi-culti environment of the twenty-first century: I’m using it as shorthand for a relatively complacent, monoglot, insular, fussy, fusty (fourteenth century, from Latin fustis, ‘cudgel’, which became ‘fust’, a mouldy-smelling wine cask), obtuse (sixteenth century, from Latin obtusus, ‘dulled’ or ‘cudgelled into submission’) community, fixated on certain rectitudes and responsibilities. New Britain labels the Americanised-to-some-extent (to use a word we have strenuously avoided, even in the depths of self-loathing), service-oriented, unabashed, glossy, confessional, competitive constituency we have become in the have-it-all noughties. The distinction is artificial, of course, because of the continuities: money-making has been what we are all about for centuries; an unspoken tolerance of inequality persists; if we are white we are likely still to be resolutely monolingual.


Punk was the last cri de coeur against the old regime, the Sloane Rangers were its last gasp: a three-hundred-year-old system of embedded hierarchical values and behaviours reduced to a few items of clothing and style accessories. In terms of pop conceptualisations, the vortex known by the shorthand ‘Thatcher’ may have hijacked the 1980s, but New Britain would have come about had she - it - they not existed. It would have been called into existence by the post-punk stylists on the one hand (the evidence is there, first in the French magazine Actuel, then in its English imitation The Face), and on the other by the liberated lower middle classes, the once-repressed ‘aspirational’ majority, now united in common purpose with the more glamorous yuppies and upwardly mobile Essex boys. DIY individualism and bricolage met hedonism and consumerism and begat the hypermarket of style, pick-and-mix value systems, an economics of contingency. If this sounds glib - well, it’s  meant to: reference books have to be glib. But using that word makes me think of someone who hated it. My mother, who died two years ago, was young in the 1940s, flourished in the fifties, was bemused by the sixties and despaired more and more of the succeeding decades. She managed to be neither common nor posh, was soignée in a rather puritanical way, yet would never have used any of that string of defining adjectives herself. It was not done to objectify oneself, least of all by such overspecific terms. The suburban matron who dismissed her neighbours as ‘vulgar and pushy’, the ambassador’s wife referring to a couple on the social circuit as ‘not quite PLU’ (for ‘People Like Us’) unwittingly categorised themselves, betrayed their own snobbishness. My mother had her favourite words, which she used to excess; nice exasperated me, ‘kind’ - an oddly old-fashioned word, little used these days - sticks in my mind: ‘the English school, whose motto puts kindliness above flourishment or learning’ (A. G. Macdonell, England, Their England, 1933). These anodyne (sixteenth century, from Greek anodunos, ‘painless’) words, evasive substitutes and clichés though they may have been, in a different way defined her and many others of her age. For my mother, as for her contemporaries, kindness, right and wrong, reasonableness and common sense were fundamental aspects of Englishness. These were both her personal touchstones and unquestioned, eternal values held in common. But we now realise that they are in fact, in the words of one linguist, ‘unexamined cultural prejudices . . . masquerading as human nature’, peculiar not even to all English speakers, but only to some of the inhabitants of Great Britain. Another central tenet of ours, fair play, is untranslatable and therefore has to be borrowed by other languages, and the concept of fairness itself (as in the child’s protest, ‘It’s not fair!’) is not innate or instinctive, but has  existed as a component of our language, and part of our mindset, only since the eighteenth century. In the same way, the English tendency towards endlessly hedging and qualifying - ‘I think’, ‘I suppose’, ‘probably’, ‘presumably’, ‘possibly’, ‘allegedly’, ‘arguably’, actually - is not shared by neighbouring cultures. It seems to have arrived with the Enlightenment and been consolidated by the idea of the unique, autonomous, responsible citizen having to negotiate and justify; in other words, the growing individualism accompanying industrialisation and commercialism. Feeding into the mix is the stuttering diffidence with which the English privileged have masked their unshakeable superiority.


Every language is different, every macro- or microculture is special in its way, but the idea that the English are unfathomable anomalies is an old one, and one that we tend, squirming with delighted false modesty, to endorse. Foreigners such as the Hungarian George Mikes have anatomised us and celebrated our peculiarities (‘I expected the British nation to rise in wrath but all they said was: “quite amusing”’), while another Dutch visitor, the academic Dr G. J. Renier, entitled his 1931 treatment The English: Are They Human? By the English he meant middle-class or upper-middle-class English men, whom he gratifyingly allowed were human, as well as pragmatic and respectable, but hobbled by inarticulacy and emotional illiteracy. This caricature Englishman can still be found, still reluctant to commit, to enthuse or to offend, but his faint mumblings are drowned by a cacophony of other, harsher voices. The Old-New transition has been accompanied, in the UK more markedly perhaps than in any comparable society, by the rapid relaxation of all linguistic constraints and a retreat by the guardians of propriety (only Dr Johnson’s ‘harmless drudge’, the lexicographer, I’m pleased to think,  can still pose as an authority on language, but with a strict remit to record, not to prescribe or proscribe). Fine distinctions have been done away with: ‘shall’ and ‘should’ have become ‘will’ and ‘would’. Over the last few years, ‘as if’ has been ousted by ‘like’ in sentences such as ‘She looked like she was experiencing difficulties’ without attracting a single comment. Colloquialisms and slang, once forbidden, then permitted only within quotation marks or in imitation of ‘racy’ dialogue, are now allowed into the ‘quality press’ and pepper the conversation of respectable citizens. ‘Bad language’ in the sense of profanity, though still controversial, is everywhere. A tolerance for the non-standard has become a celebration of the outlandish, and older texts, even from popular publications, look strangely stilted or formal to our eyes.



The 100 Words that Make the English looks back over the centuries, highlighting the twentieth century as a pivotal stage of development, but also reports from today’s linguistic front line: what would John Betjeman have made of the idea of ‘multi-ethnic youth vernacular’ - the very latest thing in linguistic circles - the idea that a slangy teen code consisting of black and Asian patois delivered in a hip-hop intonation is set to oust standard English in a few years’ time? How would those, my late mother among them, who once insisted on ‘manners’ react to the appointment just the other day of a national ‘respect tsar’ to enforce politeness, or the Channel 4 TV documentary entitled The Seven Sins of England, proving that rudeness, slaggishness, bigotry, binge drinking, hooliganism and violence have been bywords of Englishness for hundreds of years? How did we get from ‘The English school… lay among its water-meads, and all around was the creator, the inheritor, the ancestor and the descendant of it all, the green and kindly land of England’ (England, Their  England again) to ‘The mass drunkenness every weekend which renders British town centres unendurable to even minimally civilised people goes hand-in-hand with the appallingly crude, violent and shallow relations between the sexes’ (Theodore Dalrymple, Our Culture, What’s Left of It, 2005). Rustic, dyspeptic Old England and urban, shouty New Britain actually coexist, quarrelsomely and querulously at times, each occupying its own psychic zone within the archipelago . . .


. . . But wait, was all talk of a classless society, of meritocracy, in vain? Have campaigns for ‘equal opportunities’ been a sham (thought to be a seventeenth-century northern dialect version of ‘shame’)? Is Old England staging a comeback? Private education, private health care, restrictions on immigration, the resurgence of outdated public-school slang, sneering at the lower orders (certainly during the noughties, it was fashionable to laugh at the feckless, bothersome ‘chav’, from a French dialect word for a young fox, first used as a term of endearment or address by Romanies) all are in the ascendant. The Mayor of London is a character from the pages of P. G. Wodehouse, and there are people on television called things like Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall. Progressive, leftish north London is out of fashion (though the Wodehousian mayor secretly lives there); instead we have been introduced to the patrician glam-Tory ‘Notting Hill Set’, something like the Bloomsbury Group but without the painting, writing or thinking. Attempts to resurrect the Sloane Rangers or to rename them ‘Hedgies’ (after ‘hedgefund managers’) seem mercifully to have foundered, but where old money and new celebrity rub shoulders, the pampered ‘yummy mummy’ lives on. ‘Nothing hardens my resolve to abstain from parenthood’, snarled blokeish hack Nirpal Dhaliwal, ‘more than the herds of posturing yummy  mummies who congregate to slurp lattes and share the tedious details of their offspring’s development’; although the mania for discovering new micro-categories to dissect and promote means that she too was reinvented not long ago in a spoof blog in the Telegraph, as affluent, brand-literate ‘Dulwich Mum’. A reader from East Dulwich wrote, ‘Whilst I have not met Dulwich Mum, I have encountered any number of her type; vacuous, self-centred with shrill voices, overdressed and under-talented children, no concept of real work and a husband who pays for everything . . . hardship is a closed shop or the cleaner turning up late.’ Snippy, chippy class envy or a healthy contempt for pretentious twaddle (eighteenth century, from sixteenth-century ‘twattle’, an imitation of babbling or silly talk)? I think the latter, as she continues: ‘Whilst there is a place for all voices in society this blog, like cable TV, demonstrates that unrestricted opportunity certainly does not improve quality.’ The to-and-fro continues. The carnival moves on.


 



In The 100 Words that Make the English I have tried to avoid ‘lexicographese’, the technical formatting, abbreviations and stylised defining language favoured by dictionaries. One convention, though, has been retained, in that some entries are followed by cross-references to similar or related terms listed elsewhere in the book. Additionally, each time one of the hundred keywords appears in a discussion of another term, or in the preceding introduction, it is highlighted in bold face.


In distilling millions of words into tens of thousands, I’m immensely grateful to Eve Marleau for help in foraging in the archives. I relied upon, among others, the British Library and its press archives; the libraries and archives of King’s College London and the Borough of Richmond; and the British National Corpus. For language novelties, exoticisms  and slang I could rummage in my own Slang and New Language Archive at King’s College London, which can be accessed at www.kcl.ac.uk/schools/humanities/depts/elc/resources/slangresearch.html. I consulted a very wide range of published sources and would advise anyone researching language and popular culture to do the same. The most authoritative titles differ considerably on questions of, for example, etymology, so beware of trusting in any single one, even one so eminent, comprehensive and useful as the OED. Beware, too, all information displayed on the internet: in every case it requires careful checking and corroboration.


I would like to thank Professor Keith Hoggart for his support over the years, and Richard Curtis, Ben Elton and Penguin Books for permission to quote from Blackadder. For seeing this project into print I would like to thank Richard Beswick, Victoria Pepe and Zoë Hood at Little, Brown, copyeditor Jane Selley, and my agent Julian Alexander.


Modern authors, at least those who consider themselves techno-literate progressives, are expected to endorse ‘connectivity’ and ‘visibility’. Postmodern texts are supposed to be ‘open’ and ‘interactive’, so if you would like to suggest your own keywords, or to question, comment on or criticise what appears in these pages, you can email me at tony.thorne@kcl.ac.uk.





Actually


As the Daily Mirror had it in 2003: ‘Intellectual, thought-provoking, ground-breaking, incisive, courageously different, fascinating . . . actually, Richard Curtis’s much talked about movie is none of these things.’ They were reviewing the film Love, Actually, which trades on the notions of repressed or muted feelings, a reluctance to emote honestly, a supposedly charming reticence. Hesitancy and tentativeness, real or feigned, is indeed an English characteristic, and is recognised as such by foreigners, but to be more accurate, it’s indicative not of an English manner, but of a middle- and upper-class English manner, of the mannerisms of Oxbridge and the Home Counties. The adverb actually (it can be described more exactly as a sentence modifier, or as a parenthetical filler) has transited from a meaningful term - the meaning in question being ‘truly’ or ‘currently’ - to what is more usually an empty qualification or hesitation. It has actually changed its primary sense several times: first ‘by way of deeds, actively’, from 1470; ‘really’, 1587; ‘currently’ (still its meaning in French, Spanish and German), 1663; ‘indeed’, 1762. In twentieth-century conversation, it became an almost meaningless marker of  diffidence, a timid conveyor of a contradiction, an example of unemphatic emphasis - mocked in the past by North Americans and Australians as an effete Anglicism, but increasingly now used by them too. Sometimes it’s employed primarily to play for time - ‘mmmm . . . actually . . .’ - giving us a few seconds to consider before delivering our (not necessarily earth-shattering) conclusions. Sometimes it signals an apology or excuse, or, as in a Times  report from 1796, a grudging admission. During the trial of a Mr Stone on charges of high treason, his advocates ‘. . . admitted that he actually did send information to France, but it is said it was done for the express purpose of averting a great calamity from his country’. The word was still being used in the same way in 1980, when ‘Lance Hawker’s Diplomatic Diary’ recorded an encounter with Foreign Office employees: ‘. . . an expert on Turkey comes to tell us what’s going on in the country. “How big is the Turkish army?” someone inquires. “I’m not sure, actually. But rather big.”’

A bizarre word in some ways, actually can be simultaneously both insistent and reticent, querulous and indignant, a passive-aggressive word, in short. In practice it’s often used (with a sort of veiled or apologetic aggression) to contradict, to correct, to chide: ‘. . . actually he’s very nice’; ‘actually it’s Charles, not Hugh’, or to preface a change of tone, as in ‘actually, sod it, I’ll do it myself’. It was entirely fitting that the Pet Shop Boys entitled their 1987 album Actually, as the word perfectly reflects both their arch, knowing, affectless pose and that decade’s glossy mix of smugness and anxiety.

The quintessentially English a-word is a mainstay both of real conversations and of the conversational tone attempted by the print media, frequently again heralding odd juxtapositions or jarring conclusions: ‘Army Surgeon Actually a Woman’  (tabloid headline); ‘What did the Archbishop actually say about Sharia law?’; ‘Who actually does all the work in an internet start-up?’; ‘These terrible tactics may actually be working’ (journalist Max Hastings on the Iraq conflict).

In translation from other European languages, actually (a fifteenth-century borrowing, via French, of Latin actualis, ‘relating to acts or actions’) is a classic ‘false friend’, in that it looks like actualmente, actuel or aktuelle, but means something different on this side of the Channel. It’s doubly confusing for foreigners when it is employed in the mealy-mouthed obfuscation that English English delights in: what do they make of statements such as (in a business meeting) ‘Actually, it’s not that I think she isn’t capable of doing the job . . .’ or (in a university tutorial) ‘Actually, it might be an idea to read chapters six and nine’? The first is actually an endorsement, albeit a weak one, the second is probably an order.






Ale


‘A glass of your best ale, landlord!’ if said at all, will these days be heavily laced with self-conscious irony - perhaps embellished by substituting ‘foaming pint’ for glass - or desperate cheeriness. In Shakespeare’s day the enthusiasm was unforced, if we take at face value the speech by the Boy in Henry V: ‘Would I were in a alehouse in London: I would give all my fame for a pot of ale and safety.’ In Twelfth Night, (1601), Sir Toby Belch evoked a life of happy indulgence (anticipating the seventeenth-century synonym ‘beer and skittles’): ‘Dost thou think, because thou art virtuous, there shall be no more cakes and ale?’ The Victorian linguist and travel writer George Henry Borrow, who knew the different cultures of Europe first hand, wrote in Lavengro (1851), ‘He is not deserving of the name of Englishman who speaketh against ale, that is, good ale’ (he didn’t much like the Welsh variety). In December 1913, The Times reviewed a now-forgotten play about life in rural Wales called Change, opining that ‘Mr Frank Ridley was amusing as a cockney workman, good-humouredly deploring the emotionalism of his Welsh neighbours, and offering them the Anglo-Saxon remedies of common sense, toleration all round and a pint of ale.’ At  once a nutritious staple, a comfort food and an enduring symbol of Englishness, again and again in the records ale appears as the key ingredient in an otherwise very limited repertoire of refreshment or sustenance. The Times reported on 23 December 1840 on plans for Christmas Day in the workhouses of London. ‘In Christchurch, Blackfriars, Christmas Eve is to be kept by the adults having a pint of strong ale, and the children half a pint each; on Christmas day the fare is to be, adults each a pint of ale, six ounces of roast beef, and half a pound of plum-pudding.’ In 1876, the  Penny Illustrated paper, reporting on the intention of a ‘sportsman’, Mr Weston, to carry out a 450-mile walk, questioned his wisdom in abandoning a well-tried dietary formula: ‘The old Oxford and Cambridge system of beefsteaks and half a cup of tea for breakfast, beefsteaks and a pint of ale for dinner, rusks and half a cup of tea at six in the evening, and bread and cheese or bread and cold meat and half a pint of ale for supper, evidently finds little favour in his eyes.’


Ale is the modern form of the Old English (e)alu, related to modern Scandinavian öl, originating in a prehistoric Indo-European word for ‘bitter’. It has a short, light sound, while ‘beer’ (an equally ancient word common to all west Germanic languages) is more of a hearty boom. Until the early modern period the words beer and ale were used without distinction: ale is now either a technical description (for a drink that is top-fermented and unpasteurised, unlike Pilsner or lager) or, in the Midlands and north, slang for beer or alcohol in general. ‘Aled’ or ‘aled up’ is still used to mean drunk, and when sixty-one-year-old Rolling Stone Ronnie Wood ran off (allegedly) with a twenty-year-old Russian bar-maid, then entered rehab, the Sun newspaper quoted an unnamed family member who opined, ‘When he’s on the ale, he’s a different person.’ One sometimes nowadays hears  the odd phrase ‘a cleansing ale’, meaning a healthy beer to round off - or compensate for - a heavy meal. This, though, is an imported concept originating in Australasia. As one Aussie observed, ‘No other country in the world would believe ale has cleansing powers. But we do. We must have the cleanest intestines in the universe.’ In fact from the 1930s to the 1960s, English pale ale was thought to have medicinal qualities, over and above the diuretic effect that it shared with stronger brews. Weak, fitfully fizzy and sour: it’s worth recalling the parlous state of English brewing in the mid-1970s. Folk wisdom maintained that the ubiquitous Watney’s Red Barrel was so low in alcohol that it could have been sold in the USA under prohibition. CAMRA, the Campaign for Real Ale, after its eruption in the later 1970s - when its legions of woolly-jumpered, bearded advocates seemed to be taking over our culture, and when it was compared as a populist movement with women’s liberation - won most of its battles with the big brands and is still quietly flourishing. Now microbreweries and niche brews have re-refreshed the market: for the millennium celebrations, a thousand-year-old ale containing chicken carcasses, nettles, fruit and honey was revived, but didn’t catch on, while in 2004 an ale from a tiny British brewery was voted the best in the world. ‘Old Growler’ won the top award at an international competition in Chicago with a score of 96 per cent. It was the first time Nethergate Brewery, of Clare, Suffolk, had entered. Despite such small victories in the fightback against globalised, cosmopolitan, gassy, chilly lager, the word ale nowadays has a slightly antique air, recalling Old England with its long-ingrained habits and assumptions. But at least it hasn’t suffered the ignominies of its rival, enshrined in the formulations ‘small beer’, ‘beery’ or the ‘warm beer’ infamously invoked by then PM John Major in 1997.  (Reflecting on the greatest Conservative electoral humiliation since 1832, the Centre for Policy Studies observed that ‘the Conservatives actively promoted themselves as a party of warm beer and cricket in an age when today’s icons favour Diet Coke and Rollerblading’.)


In Wuthering Heights (1847), Emily Brontë compared her brooding, dangerous anti-hero, Heathcliff, unfavourably with the placid Englishmen living round about him: ‘. . . such an individual, seated in his arm-chair, his mug of ale frothing on the round table before him, is to be seen in any circuit of five or six miles along these hills, if you go at the right time, after dinner’. Englishwomen are still immune to ale’s image, according to a 2002 survey. Only 23 per cent of women drinkers had tried real cask ale in a pub; 22 per cent had not done so because it was not marketed at them; 29 per cent had not sampled it because their friends shunned it; 17 per cent avoided it in the belief that it would make them fat.


 



See also binge








Anglosphere



When writing about language, there’s a word I constantly invoke - it’s a useful shorthand version of the cumbersome ‘areas where English is the dominant language’. But this expression (apparently first used in writing by science-fiction author Neal Stephenson in 1995, but still a novelty for some people) may turn out to be the defining term of the twenty-first century’s global order. The word is ‘Anglosphere’, denoting not just a group of English-speaking nations, but a sphere - or set of interconnected spheres - of influence based on a complex notion of Englishness.


According to US businessman and technologist James C. Bennett, who began popularising the concept in 2000, it ‘implies far more than merely the sum of all persons who employ English as a first or second language. To be part of the Anglosphere requires adherence to the fundamental customs and values that form the core of English-speaking cultures.’ Primary among these are individualism, openness and the honouring of contracts. Just doing business in English doesn’t qualify you; you have to have internalised the hidden system of behaviours and assumptions that ‘Anglos’ implicitly embrace, thereby gaining membership in  what Bennett calls a ‘network civilization’ or ‘network commonwealth’. Other fashionable buzzwords associated with the phenomenon are ‘collectivity’, ‘commonality’ and ‘commensurability’.


At the rarefied level of international politics, the Anglosphere can mean a geopolitical conversation for insiders only; in terms of innovation in technology, law and commerce it encourages what have been dubbed ‘pathfinder cultures’ to cooperate seamlessly. To some anti-globalisers and multiculturalists, this smacks of ethnocentrism, cultural imperialism and ‘linguicism’ (language-based racism), or at the very least a shared superiority complex on the part of largely right-wing commentators. Part of the potency of the idea is certainly that it offers Brits, and Canadians, Australians and New Zealanders too, the prospect of world domination, alongside the US, despite the looming presence of China and India (and in a 2005 speech, India’s PM was already claiming Anglosphere credentials). Others protest that this is all simply stating the obvious, the fact that English-speakers communicate easily with one another. But perhaps they are missing the essential point: the real potential of the Anglosphere lies not just in instantaneous information-sharing but in the millions of informal, often unnoticed relationships and collaborations that together amount to a much more unified power bloc than any artificially created entity - the EU springs to mind.


As a footnote, there were signs in 2008 that the UK government was co-opting the word and applying a potentially narrower definition than before. PM Gordon Brown announced a bid to ‘enlarge the Anglosphere’ that amounted to no more than reinforcing the ‘special relationship’ between Britain and the US. A cosy family conversation or a new world order? The real implication of the term, it is worth  reiterating, is inescapably that English values, beliefs and behaviours may not only retain a worldwide influence, but remain dominant well into the future - amounting from some perspectives to an empire of a very different sort. At the same time, and this is crucial, membership of this community has nothing to do with colour or race.


 



See also Brit








Austerity



Self-sacrifice can be sudden and dramatic, as in the case of the Few, or it can be long-drawn-out, carried out with silent determination or undergone with grumbling resignation. ‘Austerity’ is a word that, for a dwindling number of us, conjures up the most meaningful, if least comfortable, years of a life, a recollection of scarcity and restraint in an age of hyperconsumption and purchasing porn. For a younger generation the word means perhaps nothing at all, apart from a code for the decorative arts of the 1940s and 1950s. For historians and journalists it has functioned as a trigger in conjuring up the realities of daily life in the forties and fifties, most recently in the case of David Kynaston’s Austerity Britain, 1945-1951, a surprise bestseller of 2007.


Austerity the word emerged from official discourse around 1943 to lodge itself in the national consciousness as a catch-all label for the system of rationing and for the introduction of utility lines in clothing, footwear, furniture, etc. ‘Utility’ was the Board of Trade’s term, introduced in 1941, for items that met its strict rules about how long production should take, how much material was used and how much, if any, decoration was permitted. The utility symbol showed two  stylised ‘C’s, which stood for ‘Civilian Clothing’. These, then, were the more formal companions of the humbler watchwords that summed up the day-to-day imperatives of millions of women and some men: ‘making do’, or ‘make-do-and-mend’, even ‘going’ or ‘doing without’. The spirit of austerity was at first generally embraced, and the measures essentially self-imposed, even if managed from above. Mass Observation diaries and private letters testify that by the later 1940s it had come for many to be a dirty word, symbolising the fact that hardship - the hoarding and the queues - had not ended with victory, that rationing was to continue in the case of food until 1954.


Austerity had - and has - a wider reference, of course, denoting not only the threadbare day-to-day of a preconsumerist society, but restraint, even severity, in design. In June 1958, The Times commended Barbara Hepworth’s latest sculptures: ‘Both the austerity and the unruffled beauty of abstract forms have, in the event, reflected a mind dedicated to the expression of something noble, lasting and ideal.’ But in September of the same year, Queen magazine challenged its readers with ‘When did you last hear the word austerity?’, and indeed, beginning around 1955, ‘affluence’ had steadily supplanted it as a keyword of Englishness. Since the 1960s there have been occasional predictions of a return to puritan values, but it hasn’t happened yet. On 25 March 1980, under the heading ‘Austerity the order of the day’, a Times editorial warned, ‘Nothing that the Chancellor can do in his budget will prevent a severe recession this year.’ However, by November, the same paper was declaring cheerfully, ‘When times are hard you have two choices when picking presents - the sublime or the ridiculous: price is immaterial as both categories are available from 50p to £50,000 and austerity, after all, is relative and preferably confined to relatives.’


Presumed to be from the late Latin austeritatum, from an earlier Greek word meaning ‘dry’, giving Old French austerité , our English word originally meant ‘harshness’ or ‘sourness’, either literally or metaphorically; by 1597 it could refer to abstinence or asceticism, and while retaining a Latinate, hence formal, flavour, it was associated with the strain of English Puritanism that infused Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and Milton’s Paradise Lost. During the nineteenth century, occurrences of the word were more frequent: it was generally used in connection with religious and political matters, sometimes also of the English climate - the formulation ‘gloom and austerity’ was frequently heard - but increasingly it denoted not only willing self-denial but a not necessarily welcome lack of luxury.


How far we have come is suggested by the Telegraph’s recent feature on wooden bathtubs as typical of the latest ‘luxury-austerity item’, while during the noughties there have been a number of attempts by style journalists and ecowarriors to float the idea of sober-looking, hard-wearing fabrics and materials, swapping and recycling rather than discarding as a combined fashion statement and lifestyle decision. This they dub ‘nu-austerity’ or ‘conspicuous austerity’ - also known as ‘thrifting’ - but the a-word’s inescapable flavour of aridity, self-denial and loftiness is an obstacle to reinstatement in a time of rampant hedonism (and accordingly the adjective austere had, prior to the credit crunch, virtually disappeared from our vocabulary, except when referring to alien cultures and pseudo-zen fashions). Ever inventive, the Sunday Times Style magazine came up with a zappier response to the economic turmoils of 2008. Their article promised to teach readers ‘how to be a recessionista’, while rival Vogue was touting a ‘new icon for the new austerity, a plucky heroine able to fixate on designer  logos even at a time when her house might face foreclosure’. So, at the end of the decade, austerity is once again on the agenda, but this time invariably occuring alongside the word ‘chic’ and not as a state-sponsored moral and economic imperative, but as a lifestyle option.







Barking



In her 1995 poem ‘Mountains out of Small Hills’, Sophie Hannah claimed that ‘Dogs are objecting to the word dogmatic, / the use of certain phrases . . . barking mad, / dog in the manger.’ Sometimes intensified by the addition of ‘utterly’, ‘totally’, ‘completely’ or ‘absolutely’, barking mad means abjectly, visibly and audibly - and the implication is hopelessly, on a long-term basis - deranged; possessed of an aggressive rather than passive craziness. The term is frequently used in grudging celebration of extreme eccentricity, of those displaying a blithe disregard for society’s norms. Hence it is often employed to characterise unrestrained members of the upper classes or celebrities (‘the actor Tom Baker is delightfully barking’), or to convey the harrumphing tone of conservative - and Conservative - disapproval (‘If we introduce road-use charging, we are barking mad’). The phrase has been borrowed, predictably, for the title of a TV series about problem pets, for dog training schools and for self-consciously wacky creative consultancies.


Probably from nineteenth-century references to the barking of mad or enraged dogs, barking mad was used as long ago as 1927 in an American newspaper, but as the one extant  example was an ironic comment on the novelty sport of auto-polo, I suspect it might have been a borrowed Anglicism, or else part of an international pre-jet-set slang, especially as the first British citation is of Christina Packenham, Countess Longford, in 1933. Internet discussions have ascribed the phrase to P.G. Wodehouse, but I can’t find a single instance in his works. Nowadays the expression is still occasionally used in the USA, but with mad here meaning apoplectic rather than demented.


The ‘clipped’ (as linguists say) form of the designation, ‘barking’ tout court, is only heard in the UK, gaining wide currency in the early 1980s, when it was part of the Sloane Ranger’s slang repertoire, (reflecting, too, their love of hyperbole). It had first appeared in print in an article by the posh journalist Nancy Mitford in 1960. Compare the more innocuous ‘potty’ (from ‘crackpot’), the gentler ‘loony’ and the Americanism ‘wacko’ (probably originating in English dialect), and there are subtle differences. Barking implies doggy excess: an individual who may be shaggy, messy - perhaps almost feral. The closest equivalent is probably ‘bonkers’, which has been popular since the 1960s (enjoying a particular vogue in 1959) although first attested in the 1920s: its etymology is uncertain, but it may have begun as a reference to the result of a ‘bonk’ on the head.


Among hundreds of examples of barkingness gleefully printed by the tabloids since the eighties have been King George III; a £32,000 lottery grant to teach the homeless to growl (‘Phil Minton . . . uses the cash to create so-called “feral choirs” of tramps keen to “find their inner voices”); a bride whose wedding train was carried by pug dogs instead of bridesmaids; and according to the Sun in 2007, ‘Harry Potter star Daniel Radcliffe has said he would never date an actress because they are all “completely barking”.’


Slang terms often undergo elaboration by anonymous wits, and more recently the alternative designation ‘Dagenham’, or ‘distinctly Dagenham’ has been fashionable. It means ‘beyond barking’, as the station of the same name is three stops beyond the inner suburb of Barking (once ‘the place of Berica’s people’) on the District Line of the London Underground. Internet folklore claims that when she was still prime minister, Margaret Thatcher was nicknamed ‘Daggers’, a familiarisation of Dagenham, because she was thought by some colleagues to be barmy (from ‘barm’, the froth of fermentation), but I can’t find any contemporary evidence for this. ‘Becontree’ (two stops on from Barking) is a rarer version of the same pun. A different folk etymology claims that there was a medieval lunatic asylum attached to the abbey at Barking, but this is quite coincidental. ‘Bark’ is Old English, and probably goes back to a common Germanic imitation of the noise dogs make. Much newer and distinctly un-posh phrases using the same verb are ‘barking at the ants’, ‘pavement’ or ‘sidewalk’, which means vomiting, while ‘barking at the badger’ is a fairly obscure UK slang term for cunnilingus, the US equivalent being ‘barking at the ape’.







Binge



Alcohol-induced bladder-rupture is on the increase in the UK, unprecedentedly now among women as well as men. Quite unfettered hedonism and consumerism, along with the disappearance of all the old unofficial forms of social and cultural constraint, bring with them, to quote the Daily Mail, ‘growing levels of drink-fuelled aggression and petty crime in our city centres’, ‘gangs of young women in their late teens and 20s knocking back alcopops and rounds of “shots”, ‘a health timebomb’. It seems that it was ever thus. In the eighth century, St Boniface (Wessex-born converter of the Germans and later patron saint of brewers) wrote to the Archbishop of Canterbury complaining of the habitual drunkenness of the English: ‘in your diocese, the vice of drunkenness is too frequent. This is an evil peculiar to pagans and to our race. Neither the Franks nor the Gauls nor the Lombards nor the Romans nor the Greeks commit it.’ In the twelfth century, too, England was characterised in one Latin text as Anglia Potatrix - roughly ‘England the Drinker’. Excavations at the sites of Elizabethan taverns have uncovered thousands of shards of glass and pottery, along with shattered clay pipes, suggesting that imbibing routinely ended in an orgy of joyous destruction.


At the end of 2007, reports claimed that anti-binge-drinking advertisements were not working because they made the practice look enjoyable. The adverts warning of the dangers of booze showed people passing out or being carried home, but research found the scenes could remind youngsters of fun nights out. Professor Christine Griffin of Bath University claimed that young people bonded over tales of alcohol-fuelled disasters, while fellow researcher Professor Chris Hackley said that some anti-binge-drinking ads might be ‘catastrophically misconceived’. The media concentrates on bingeing as a rite of passage for adolescents; among university undergraduates, for example, bragging or bemoaning bouts of excess, and masochistically savouring the after-effects, is a standard conversational ritual, regardless of gender. I have collected hundreds of the slang synonyms for intoxicated or hung-over (among current favourites are ‘hammered’, ‘bladdered’, ‘wreckaged’, ‘carnaged’, ‘hamstered’, ‘mullered’, ‘wankered’ and ‘wombled’) that are used in this bonding process. It remains to be seen whether the new Alcohol Awareness Certificate, worth half a GCSE, will be more persuasive. The course leading to its award concentrates on the health hazards associated with excessive drinking and the legal penalties incurred by those caught buying or selling alcohol under age. Lessons warn school-age youngsters that drinking to excess could make them fat and lead to impotence.


A binge used to mean a prolonged bout of uncontrolled indulgence, perhaps numbered in days; binge-eating is a condition related to bulimia, and (going on) a cocaine binge is self-explanatory. More often, though, today it tends to refer to a night out characterised by drinking oneself senseless. The word’s origins are mysterious: it was first written down in the mid-nineteenth century and is said to come  from a Lincolnshire dialect term for ‘soak’. Morris Marples in his 1949 compendium University Slang says that binge was the Oxbridge student slang for ‘alcoholic celebration’ from the 1880s and spread from there to the rest of the populace by the 1920s. From the early 1990s, what was typically termed ‘(going on) a drinking binge’ has been replaced by the compound ‘binge-drinking’, cited in nearly every recent survey as a primary part of the UK’s social malaise. ‘Liberals’ hoped that the introduction of licensed ‘continental-style’ all-day drinking would bring with it the moderation associated with ‘wet’ societies, while opponents note that the bouts of excess associated with ‘dry’ societies don’t seem to have lessened - the young-adult menace, the ‘lager lout’ of the 1980s, has been joined by the ‘Saga lout’ (a nickname, borrowing the name of a tour operator for older travellers, for pensioners misbehaving on foreign holidays) of the noughties. Meanwhile the middle-aged and middle-class, we are told, are bingeing in the comfort and privacy of their own homes: in a survey of adult drinking habits, eight out of ten of those taking part claimed they drank less than the alcohol misuse limit of 60g of alcohol per day - equivalent to five or six drinks; in reality, 43 per cent of samples showed otherwise.


In 2008, the UK Department of Health, perhaps risking criticism that it was, to use a contemporary cliché, ‘stating the bleeding obvious’, identified nine different alcohol-fuelled personality types. ‘De-stress drinkers’ use alcohol to regain control of life and calm down. They include middle-class women and men. ‘Conformist drinkers’ are driven by the need to belong and seek a structure to their lives. They are typically men aged 45 to 59 in clerical or manual jobs. ‘Boredom drinkers’ consume alcohol to pass the time, seeking stimulation to relieve the monotony of life. Alcohol helps  them to feel comforted and secure. ‘Depressed drinkers’ may be of any age, gender or socio-economic group. They crave comfort, safety and security. ‘Re-bonding drinkers’ are driven by a need to keep in touch with people who are close to them. ‘Community drinkers’ are motivated by the need to belong: they are usually lower-middle-class men and women who drink in large friendship groups. ‘Hedonistic drinkers’ crave stimulation and want to abandon control. They are often divorced people with grown-up children, who want to stand out from the crowd. ‘Macho drinkers’ spend most of their spare time in pubs. They are mostly men of all ages who also wish to stand out from the crowd. ‘Border dependents’ regard the pub as a home from home. They visit it during the day and the evening, on weekdays and at weekends, drinking fast and often. Curiously, perhaps, the targets of most hysteria - under-age or young-adult drinkers - seem to be excluded from this list, unless they are to be placed in the (faintly ludicrous?) re-bonding category.
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