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For The Wriggler




Foreword


Why is life so relentlessly awkward? What is the strange cosmic force that makes us stop dead in the middle of the street, clammy with shame upon remembering that time six weeks ago when we went in for a hug only for the other person to offer a handshake? Must we spend the rest of our lives turning over in our minds that incident where we introduced ourselves to an auditorium full of besuited delegates as a ‘Webshite Editor’ (this has happened to everyone, right?)? Why is the universe seemingly so fine-tuned for embarrassment? The answer, surely, is that we are forced to share it with other people. And other people are awful.


I’m convinced that any normal person, given the choice, would happily live his/her entire life in the psychic mode of a commuter: silent, solitary, troubled by no social obligations beyond occasionally sighing at the announcements, or tutting at the pushy git who asks everyone to move down the carriage. This is the natural karmic state of a British person, and secretly we all cherish it. Unfortunately, every commute must come to an end, and once we are cruelly ejected at either terminal – whether at home, or at work – we find that we are expected to actually talk to people. Sometimes for entire minutes on end. In meetings, over coffee, during dinner, to family, to colleagues. It is never-ending, and it is intolerable.


And there is always the lurking terror, with all this talking going on, that you might actually let slip how you feel about something. This cannot be allowed to happen. I mean, we’re not French. Thankfully, British people have devised a brilliant way to ensure we never have to unburden ourselves emotionally, which is this: we never actually say what we mean. It is a wonderfully effective strategy, one that has served us well for centuries. Between cliché, office jargon, tabloidese, internet speak and general polite mumbling, what comes out of our mouths bears absolutely no relation to the truth. And that’s fine. We like it that way. Consider that Britain leads the world in just two industries: financial services and PR. We are global leaders in bullshit. It’s what we’re good at.


Perhaps I’m more sensitive to this state of affairs than the average person. As the UK Editor of BuzzFeed, I spend every waking hour immersed in the internet. I think in lists. At night, I dream of memes. I am no longer capable of experiencing human emotion without reflexively running through a mental rolodex of sassy reaction GIFs. The internet is where I live. And as we all know, the internet, for all its transformative and liberating qualities, is the greatest mechanism ever devised for amplifying bullshit. Hoaxes go viral every day. Specifically, the verbal obfuscations that litter British life are turbo-charged by social media, where cliché and self-promotion are the dominant forms of expression.


Whether it’s the Twitter user who describes himself as a ‘social-media ninja’ in his bio (translation: he once got retweeted by Caitlin Moran); the over-excitable teen who appends every Facebook status with ‘YOLO!’ (translation: she has just consumed a can of Monster energy drink on a school night); the self-conscious corporate type who puts a #hashtag #in #front #of #every #word (translation: he doesn’t know how any of this actually works) … none of these people really mean what they say. Each one is using language as a means of performing a role. They’re expressing a version of themselves, but it’s not the real them.


You can see this phenomenon play out in all areas of life. Walk into a newsagent and survey the shelves groaning with magazines, each promising an ‘exclusive’ interview with the same celebrity. Meanwhile the news is little more than a succession of rote phrases, from the ‘high-speed car chase’ (as opposed to a slow one) to the ‘frenzied knife attack’ (as opposed to a gentle one), to the ‘bosses’ who are perennially ‘holed-up for crunch talks’ (translation: some men in suits are at a conference). Even the way we talk about weather is prone to this sort of distortion. If you ever hear it said of an event, ‘The rain failed to dampen anyone’s spirits’, you can be absolutely certain that it pissed it down and everyone was miserable. Everything is a lie, even if it is a thoroughly well-meaning, British sort of a lie.


I’d been carrying all this in my head for years, but the moment of revelation came at work one afternoon when I found myself calling a meeting and saying by way of introduction, ‘In this brainstorm, there are no bad ideas’. Which was, of course, pure, glaring bollocks. Most brainstorms are nothing but bad ideas. So why say it? One answer is that I am quite possibly becoming a bit of a corporate douchebag. Another, kinder answer is that I am just as helplessly adrift in a world of hollow cliché as anyone else. But the episode made me think: what if there was a way to scythe through this linguistic piffle? What if you were to write a phrase book that translated all the bullshit into plain English? Could it be done?


My first attempt was a BuzzFeed article, ‘What People Say At Work vs. What They Mean: 88 office clichés, translated’. It did pretty well, winning several hundred thousand views. The follow-up, ‘What Londoners Say vs. What They Mean,’ did even better: nearly a million views. People shared these articles with an enthusiasm that suggested they hadn’t just found them vaguely amusing, they’d actually found them strangely cathartic. A publisher asked me if I’d like to write an entire book’s worth. I said, ‘Sounds great!’ (translation: ‘Sounds absolutely terrifying!’) And here it is. I hope you like it. If you do, perhaps you might like to go on Amazon and leave a review, something original like, ‘A real page-turner’ (translation: ‘I flicked through it without reading a word’), ‘Uproariously funny’ (‘I smiled a couple of times’), or ‘I couldn’t put it down’ (‘I had to spend this stupid voucher on something’).




THE AGONY OF BEING BRITISH




What British people say, vs. what they mean


‘Whose round is it?’: I know exactly whose round it is.


‘Excuse me, I think I was actually ahead of you in the queue’: You are loathsome and I am inwardly fantasising about your slow and agonising death.


‘No, no, after you’: We are locked in a politeness vortex. This may never end.


‘Tea or coffee?’: The choice you make will colour my opinion of you, possibly forever.


‘Milk, sugar?’: Careful now – there is a right and wrong answer to this.


‘Milk, no sugar, please’: Is the correct answer.


‘Two sugars, please’: I am a manual labourer.


‘I don’t drink tea’: I am not to be trusted.


‘Fond of a drink’: Raging alcoholic.


‘The odd tipple’: I throw gallons of booze down my neck at every available opportunity.


‘Eurosceptic politician’: Appalling racist.


‘Provocative newspaper columnist’: Git.


‘Conservative MP’: Git who went to Eton.


‘Doesn’t suffer fools gladly’: Heartless bastard.


‘A bit of a character’: Social pariah.


‘Did you find the place OK?’: We will now have a painfully detailed five-minute conversation about the relative merits of different A roads.


‘Ooh, nice’: You have just told me where you’ve been on holiday.


‘Ooh, nice’: You have just told me where you live.


‘Ooh, nice’: You have just told me what you had for lunch.


‘Ooh, nice’: You have just told me your weekend plans.


‘ … ’: You have just unburdened yourself emotionally to me.


‘You’re looking well’: You have obviously been going to the gym, and I sort of hate you for it.


‘Out of town shopping centre’: Circle of hell.


‘High street’: Row of betting shops.


‘Town centre nightclub’: Horrendous meat market.


‘Urban redevelopment’: We have got a Zizzi now.


‘Where do you live?’: How expensive is your house?


‘What do you do?’: How much do you earn?


‘New money’: Rich person I am jealous of.


‘Old money’: Rich person I am deferential to.


‘Fine’: I disagree with what you just said with every fibre of my being.


‘Nonsense. Don’t mention it’: You have wronged me, and I will replay this incident in my head quite possibly forever.


‘Mustn’t grumble’: Will definitely grumble.


‘Can’t complain’: But I’m going to anyway.


‘Let’s agree to disagree’: I loathe you with an intensity that will burn within my soul for all eternity.


‘With the greatest respect’: I think you’re a total moron.


‘With all due respect’: I disagree with your point of view entirely.


‘Let’s come back to that’: Please do not speak in this meeting again.


‘Correct me if I’m wrong’: I am absolutely certain I’m correct.


‘Sounds good’: I wish this didn’t sound sarcastic.


‘Sounds great’: Oh God this sounds even more sarcastic, doesn’t it?


‘Yeah, go on then, why not?’: I will be having another drink, if not several.


‘I’m fine’: I am moments away from a devastating mental collapse.


‘I’ll bear it in mind’: Let us never mention this again.


‘I’m sure it’s my fault’: It’s your fault.


‘Not bad, thanks’: I am barely managing to hold back a riptide of emotional agony.


‘Chuffed’: Experiencing heart-racing euphoria.


‘Not too bad, actually’: I think I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.


‘A bit miffed’: I have been ripped apart by a tsunami of pain and sorrow.
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As seen on BuzzFeed





