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PAGES FROM A DEMOCRAT’S NOTEBOOK

Introduction: When learning a language it has often been customary in the
past to think of the language as a single medium of communication that once learnt
‘correctly’ will serve all occasions. The student who learns abroad tends to build
up knowledge of the language without the natural social and emotional contexts
which give occasion to ufterances in the language in the first place. In the following
extracts I have taken one subject — housing — and have imagined very diverse
pieces of English, not exactly ‘on’ the subject but ‘n’ the subject. Thus the reader
may see that English is really a number of inter-related languages which would
best be learnt with some knowledge of the social and emotional states of their
speakers. -

Following this introduction you will find part of a political broadcast, a con-
versation between a rather overwrought couple, two children talking, two women
with professional interests chatting, a press interview with an architect, and letters
written to a local newspaper. Only the letters are examples of a written language
— one could have included more examples. But it is worth pointing out that different
language is used when people explain the same idea on the radio and in a newspaper
article. The differences are phonetic, syntactic, lexical, and idiomatic.

RADIO:

«_ _ and what we need, as a responsible government, is to be able to carry
out our promise to build 350,000 new homes this year, and a slightly larger number
the following year. I believe, as Prime Minister of England, that this is one of the
most urgent calls that I have to answer. The quality of housing...”
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MAN & WIFE:

MAN: I'm dying of boredom.. I think T’ll scarper. Want anything?

WOMAN: Want anything! I want the bleeding water to come up out of the
pipes don’t I — what with that and the gas pressure being down my job’s easy,
isp’t it! What’s wrong with the water anyway..? :

MAN: Look, I've fold you before... if you have to live this high off the ground
the water don’t come so easy... nothing’s easy up here and... Look, 'm off, do
you want something? . :

WOMAN: Yes, someone to come and knock this whole pile of concrete down
again. It’s just awful up here... oh, a lovely view... all the way to Tooting and a
good sight of all the other concrete around here. Drives me crazy sometimes... I
know, I know, don’t say it... it was me who wanted the move.

MAN: Yes, you wanted it. You didn’t say much for the first six months either.
Where’s the kid by the way, down?
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WOMAN: He was, there are some other kids down there too, on the concrete
bit behind the supermarket. That’s not so great either, is it? Running down there
to get him up for meal-times and bed, the obstinate little so-and-so. You know,
you've got to do something with that kid, he’s getting quite... well bossy. I don’t
like that... he goes round shouting at other kids. Shouting his mouth off.

MAN: Yes; he'd be better off in the old yard or on the street... where you
could keep an eye on him. Nothing’s easy this high up. It’s funny, you know, I used
to dream about getting fixed up out of the back streets and then, after being there
for thirty years I got to think that that was it, you know ... that was community,
people... your mates waiting for you in the pub on the corner... a quick trot and
you had a glass in your hand. i

VOMAN: And your lovely slave of a wife had an evening’s job to do every-
thing got so filthy ... I-don’t know ... I don’t think either place so very great. We just
want a house with a garden or just a clean house... people to talk to... or will
talk...

MAN: You're nattering. I'm going out.

THE KIDS

ALAN: What does your dad do? Mine works in an office... I think he does...
he goes out ever so early... sometimes I know and sometim'es I don’t...

KIM: Got any money?

ALAN: Stupid! What’s your dad? Go on, what’s your dad? Tell.

KIM: He does things with pipes and that, pipes and tubes and metal and
scissors.

ALAN. He’s a plumber. Right.

KIM: No he’s not. : ;

ALAN: Yes he is, stupid, if he does things, like mending, mends pipes and
places where water goes in and comes out... if he does that he’s'a plumber. '

KIM: Plumber, plumber... have you got any money? My dad gave me five
pence...

ALAN: Well, that’s not very much, I get twenty pence every week and go to
football matches... I know someone, I don’t know which house they live in... well,
he gets a pound every week. His dad's just bought him a tennis-racket. Yes, Bobby
Lovett, that’s his name, he’s got a sister who's older than that, she goes on the train
every morning. Lillian. Lillian Lovett. .

KIM: Well, I don’t care, I've got a sister too, and her name’s Susan and she’s
got blue eyes.

ALAN: Nut—case, your sister’s only little, she’s a baby; L1111an Lovett goes in
the train every morning ... oh, look out, here’s me dad, quick, hide. He only wants
me to go up and go to bed He has to come and get me because I'mv scared of the llft

- KIM: I’'m not scared. o

ALAN: I bet you are, you’d be scared of anything, even the ice~cream man.

KIM: I’'m not scared. I’'m not. I'll go up and down right to the top to bet you're
wrong. I'll go right up and down in the lift twice. There. I bet you wouldn’t.

ALAN: Shut up, my dad’ll hear. He’s calling, I'd better go now, he’ll go up the
wall. Coming! See you, stupid..

KIM: (alone) I bet you I could do it. Stup1d yourself

You got knocked out
With a brussel sprout,
You're daft, you’re potty, you're barmy...
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. A REPORTER INTERVIEWS THE ARCHITECT, MR. ERIC BRITTAIN

REPORTER: People say that the suburbs are dull... but -recently with the
advent of flats people are saying that the suburbs are getting ugly.- What comments
have you to make on that? ) ‘ oo e :

MR. BRITTAIN: As a designer of large housing plans in recent years it would
he rather difficult for me to agree with that, what can I call it.... um... such a
sweeping statement. I do think that some very bad and over-hasty building has been
done in the last fifteen years, especially round the central part of the town and just
south of the river. But that is not the only sort of housing that has gone up. Unfor-
tunately, people still prefer to live out in the suburbs or just beyond so. that the
suburbs merely extend themselves. , R e

REPORTER: But still, badly-built flats aren’t the way to improve- matters.
Surely what everyone wants is a house with some garden? oL

BRITTAIN: I don’t exactly agree. Not all flats have to be built badly, you
know. I think there are ways of building large allpurpose communities which ought
to be attractive.

REPORTER: How? .

BRITTAIN: Well, one of the ways would be to let people have more of a say
in the kind of size and shape and colour. that they want their place to be. Also the
materials to be used on the inside and perhaps on the outside... .

REPORTER: There would be no danger of jerry-building? ) ) A

BRITTAIN: Well, of course not; the architect would be there on the site the whole.
time:. it would be with him and his team that the prospective residents would -discuss
such things. They would decide together.-As. for the garden. In such communities
you could have rather small plots near-the houses, but acres of grassy areas with
trees — if they wanted — for recreation and so.on — you could do some landscaping
and choose the original spot near a small stream, then bridges, whatever you wished.

_REPORTER: Sounds all very fine: but some of your buildings .are rather high,
7 or 8 stories. Recent reports from sociologists and psychologists suggest that high-
-level living is rather dangerous, mentally speaking. . . =

BRITTAIN: I don’t take much notice of that sort of professional — they all
contradict each other anyway. I agree that at the moment rather few people seem to
like living a long way off the ground but people have got to be educated in these
things. If you plan well and while retaining the sense of height, limit the feeling of
isolation, you can conquer these prejudices. S

THE HEALTH VISITORS - :

HEALTH-VISITOR: Who are you going to see today, Nurse? Not that lot on
the second-to-top floor again? : I

MIDWIFE: No, a couple of floors below that, a youngish woman, just had-her
third ... she’s a bit back-handed with the baby, you know, hasn’t quite got the hang
of bathing it properly...

HEALTH-VISITOR: You'd think after three she’d know how... still... how
long have they been here? _ .

MIDWIFE: Oh, I don’t really know, except they had the other two when they
lived in rather sad conditions in Battersea, other side of the river, near the power-
-station ... a pretty grim area. Here you know you can at least get hot water for
the baby when you ask for it and it feels a good deal cleaner. .

HAEALTH-VISITOR: I know it; my trouble is stopping people going nuts here.
A kind of creeping depression exists here...

MIDWIFE: Oh, I don’t know, isn’t that just your own reaction ... the mothers
I see here have the same old delight in the new baby ... well most of them do... those
that aren’t run off their feet by six other children. Were you serious when you
mentioned mental health? )
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HEALTH-VISITOR: Well, yes, I think I can talk about it objectively. Some of
the women here, left alone all day, especially in the smaller flats, demand all sorts
of pills, stimulants, relaxers, sleepers and what have you. That’s the sort of problem
I have... not so much rickets or worms or dermatitis... the old problems... but
just trying to stop people going quietly round the bend...

MIDWIFE: I'm not so sure... perhaps we are more sensitive about mental
health these days and connect it with new conditions. I'm pretty sure that people
went up the wall as much in slums and rubbish dumps as they do in the flats...
it was just that we didn’t have as much meticulous professional care ten, twenty
years ago.

HEALTH-VISITOR: I still think that there’s more to it than that... the people
I see here hark on about the old streets and the visiting and the treating and how

easy it was to borrow a cup of sugar and so on. They don’t feel that way about it
here.

PUBLIC OPINION
Dear Sir,

As a regular subscriber to your newspaper I take a keen interest in events
concerning housing. Like others, I am disturbed by recent accounts of vandalism
in the flats just south of the river. It is a phenomenon not restricted to that parti-
cular area. It is courting sentimentality to say that such behaviour arises solely from
the quality of the housing thereabouts. Never before have people had so many of the
basic — and not so basic — necessities of ordinary life and there can be no com-
plaints on that score. No, such hooliganism comes from the basic failure of the age
to administer — or even believe in — just and scrupulous punishment for law-
-breakers. If hooligans knew that they were going to be dealt with by a genuine
judiciary system rather than by namby-pamby liberals, who in attempting to
‘humanize’ the legal system only bury it beneath the worst sort of sentimentality,
they would soon cease their destructive activities,

Yours sincerely,
Col. Richard Atheson.

Dear Sir,

I am one of the ‘lucky’ tenants living half way up the block of flats which were
mentioned in your columns a couple of weeks ago. Perhaps we are lucky in having
such places when one considers those who still live in homes classified as ’'unfit for
human habitation’; but just because such places exist is no reason to push our rents
up exorbitantly and treat us as millionaires. My husband and I feel that five pounds
a week rent is quite enough already.

Yours sincerely,
Mrs. Hilda Raynes.

NOTES

Radio a) How do we know this is a political speech?

b) Who are “we”?

c) If two people were talking in the street about housing problems, how would one
of them express in everyday language what the politician expressed in his special
language? :

Man & Wife a) What would you describe as slang in this extract?
b) Rewrite the woman’s second speech without the hot-headed emotion.
¢) When do English people use the word “kids”?
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The Kids a) In this passage you will find a number of words which children use
more frequently than adults; find them and try to give the words an adult might
use. One example would be “barmy”; an adult might say “insane” “a little mad” etc.
b) Is this piece as logical as the others?

¢) Explain Kim’s last piece.

A Reporter Interviews an Architect The use of discreet, neutral language is often
the style adopted in public interviews.

a) The architect wants to criticise some things without being too offensive — how
does he do this in his first speech — what language forms does he use?

b) Make the reporter’s questions rude and offensive.

¢) Take two of the architect’s speeches and change them to make them sound as if
he were speaking to a friend in a pub.

The Health-Visitors These two are talking professionally, but in rather a colloquial
way: a) give five examples of very colloquial speech and b) five examples of pro-
fessional speech.

Public Opinion a) In the. first letter rewrite the Ist. and 4th. sentences as if the
writer were speaking to a reporter.

b) In the first letter a number of highly emotional words are used which indicate
prejudice — words which indicate that the writer was not perhaps being very cool
when he wrote the letter. What are these words, and how can one modify their
effect? .

BlaZenka Bubanj

LE PASSAGE DE L'ORAL
A L’ECRIT

Introduction. La plupart des méthodes actuelles d’enseignement des langues
étrangéres considérent qu’il est indispensable de donner la primauté 3 Penseignement
de la langue parlée, dispensé oralement bien sr, et de ne passer qu'ensuite ala
langue écrite. Processus tout 3 faif normal d’ailleurs, car »dans le développement
historique et génétique des langues c’est loral qui vient d’abord«.! L’apprentissage
d’une langue étrangére suppose nécessairement un processus analogue, c’est-a-dire
que lapprentissage s’opére en deux temps: langue orale, puis langue écrite.

C’est donc une présentation orale qui servira de départ. Les acquisitions orales
de TI'éléve devront &tre consolidées par des exercices structuraux. Pour qu'on puisse
passer 3 Pécrit I'éléve doit étre familiarisé avec le sens du texte, les nouvelles struc-
tures, la forme phonique des mots nouveaux. L’acquisition orale doit do étre 1bbjet de
beaucoup d’attention.

Comment opérer le passage & 'expression écrite?

Il y a plusieurs technigues qui varient selon les niveaux d’apprentissage. Au
niveau élémentaire, par exemple, on peut se contenter de débuter par de simples
exercices de copie (soit d’expressions ou de structures portées au tableau, soit des
paragraphes reconstitués & partir d’'un texte).

1 Louis Girard: Méthode directe et méthodes audio-visuelles.
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