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Any discussion of English conversation, like any English conversation, must
begin with the weather. And in this spirit of observing tradition, I shall, like ev-
ery other writer on Englishness, quote Dr. Johnson’s famous comment that ‘When
two Englishmen meet, their first talk is of the weather’, and point out that @thi

observation is as accurate now as it was over two hundred years ago.

This, however, is the point at which most commentators either stop, or try
and fail, to come up with a convincing explanation for the English passion for the
weather. They fail because their assumption is mistaken: they believe that our con-
versations about the weather are conversations about the weather. In other words,
they assume that we talk about the weather because we have a keen interest in the
subject. @Most of them then try to figure out what it is about the English weather

that is so fascinating.

Bill Bryson, for example, concludes that the English weather is not at all fas-
cinating, and that our strong interest in it is therefore a mystery: ‘To an outsider,
the most striking thing about the English weather is that there is not very much of
it. All those phenomena that elsewhere give nature an edge of excitement, unpre-
dictability and danger — tornadoes, monsoons, violent blizzards, hurricanes — are
almost wholly unknown in the British Isles.’

My research has convinced me that Bryson is missing the point, which is that
our conversations about the weather are not really about the weather at all: English
weather-speak is a custom which evolved to help us overcome our natural shyness
and actually talk to each other. Everyone knows, for example, that ‘Nice day, isn’t
it?’, ‘Ooh, isn’t it cold?’; ‘Still raining, eh?’ and other variations on the theme are not

requests for weather information: they are ritual greetings or conversation-starters.

(Adapted from Kate Fox, Watching the English)
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In our everyday lives, we seldom think about how our way of living is remarkably
different from our ancestors. Even the simplest of actions, such as getting a cold drink
from the refrigerator, is something that was impossible for over 99.9% of human
existence. @Everyone knows that modern technology has made life much more

convenient, but we usually take all of its benefits for granted. Because we grew up

with telephones, computers, air conditioners and many other modern conveniences,
we consider them to be basic necessities. However, most of the conveniences that we
have become accustomed to would have seemed like magic to most of our ancestors.

This remarkable change in the way we live, which began a few generations ago,
has meant that we have lost some of our understanding of how we should behave.
For example, unlike a wild animal, we have no instinctive idea of what a healthy
diet is. Moreover, because we no longer need to hunt or gather food, we also have
much less need to be active. In the developed world, most of us eat too much sugar
and fat, and fail to get enough exercise. As a result, decayed teeth, heart diseases
and high blood sugar have become common problems, but these diseases are rare in
the animal world except for pet dogs and cats. @They were also unusual among

our ancestors because these types of foods and behavior are not very common in
the natural world. @NOW, however, obtaining sweet or fatty foods is as simple as

walking, or perhaps driving, a block or two to a convenience store.

Our enjoyment of sugar and fat reflects our instinctive attractions to high calorie
foods. Long ago, starvation was always a real possibility so we developed an instinct
to seek out food that was high in sugar and fat. Now, suddenly, starvation is no
longer a threat in developed countries, but we still have the instinct to seek out
sweet and fatty foods. This seems to tell us that @some of our behavior in the

present can be explained by examining our distant past.

(Adapted from Paul Stapleton, New Perspectives)
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There is general agreement about the main purposes for which universities exist,
but there are many differences of emphasis. Most people probably agree that uni-
versities should be concerned with the pursuit of knowledge of its own sake and with
the training of the mind, but @‘chere are some who emphasize the importance of

preserving the culture of the past, others who claim that the culture of the present

day is chiefly scientific and that this should be a university’s main focus. There

is room for difference of opinion about some of these matters, but there would be
wide-spread agreement with the view that the fundamental characteristic of a uni-
versity is the combination of research with teaching. Research is simply the pursuit
of knowledge accompanied by ®the realization that knowledge is not only something

to be acquired but something to which the students himself can make a contribu-
tion. Among the aims of a university education must be included the acquisition
of knowledge, but of far greater importance are the development of intellectual cu-
riosity and the realization that the acquisition of knowledge is enjoyable, since the
development of @these qualities is a guarantee that the acquisition of knowledge

will continue after the student has left the university. The student has to develop his
powers of assessing the value of evidence in order to decide for himself whether his
discoveries have any value. He has to be objective and impartial in order to make
sure that his conclusions will be such as any other intelligent and honest scholar will
confirm when confronted with the same facts. @The ability to assess the relative

importance of things is one of the most valuable qualities to be gained from the

pursuit of knowledge, and it extends to the moral as well as to the intellectual field.

Hence universities are concerned with the formation of character, although many
.university teachers who are deeply concerned with moral problems both for them-
selves and their students would not openly admit their concern in case students think
they are too strict and old-fashioned.

(Adapted from G. L. Brook, The Modern University)
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050 (@ When you associate with English people, you begin to think that “people
are all the same.” The ways in which they react to sadness and happiness
are just the same as the Japanese people. And the way they consider the
feelings of other people is also similar to the Japanese.

@) They are shy and it is not easy to become friends with them, but once
you do become friends, you can understand each other surprisingly well.



