





[image: Image]


[image: Image]


Nordic Academic Press

Box 1206 

SE-221 05 Lund 

SWEDEN



 Nordic Academic Press and the authors 1999, E-book 2012

Cover: Lnegrd & Co 

Print ISBN 91-89116-06-2 

E-Book ISBN: 978-91-85509-74-4


Contents

Introduction

Åke Daun and Sren Jansson

Its Rude to Interrupt! Swedish Communication Style

Åke Daun

Act Normally! Thats Quite Silly Enough. Some Notes on Life in the Netherlands

Jeremy Boissevain and Inga Boissevain

Unequal Portions? The British at Table

Bernard Ineichen

The Irish

ils N Dhuibhne

The Dilemma of the French School System. A Glance from Stockholm

Annick Sjgren and Catherine Fritzell

In the Name of a Stupid and Backward People. Russian Intellectuals Confront the Real Meaning of Democracy 

Disa Hstad

Poles Banter about Heroes

Zofia Sokolewicz

Guided Tours in Athens. Swedish-Speaking Greek Guides Present their Country to Swedish Tourists 

Elisabeth Wengstrm

Setting Boundaries. Connections between Discourses on Childhood and the Norwegian No to the European Union

Marianne Gullestad

Mental Borders on the European Open Market? A Case Study of Swedes and their Notions of Swedish and Imported Foods

Sren Jansson

Icelandic National Identity in a Nordic and International Context

Thoroddur Bjarnason

The Austrification of Austria: Promoting Differences 

Konrad Kstlin

One Country  Two Cultures? Germany After Unification

Klaus Roth and Juliana Roth

Danes in the Middle of the World

Anders Linde-Laursen

What about the Finns? Personality and National Culture

Åke Daun, Carl-Erik Mattlar and Erkki Alanen

The Over-Significant and the Non-Significant Other. Reflections on Portuguese and Spanish History and National Identity

Lars Fant

Does a Belgian National Identity Exist? 

Elisabet Brouillard

Mesli, Rsti and the Linguistic Problem in Switzerland

Christine Burckhardt-Seebass

The Tuscan Villa. A Study of Romantic Myth and Rational Reality 

Angela Rundquist

Cultural Diversity

Åke Daun

List of Contributors 


Introduction

Åke Daun and Sren Jansson

Europe is a well known concept, at least to its own inhabitants. The meaning of the concept, though, is far from well defined. It varies in the course of historical change and it keeps shifting from nation to nation, even between individuals in the same local community. We  the editors  do not believe it is possible, or even desirable, to construct a common European understanding of Europe. However, we do believe that modern processes of political and economic integration has made Europeans more aware of their neighbours  and eager to learn more about them. In our own professions, teaching at Stockholm University, we have experienced this in a growing public and professional demand for know-how concerning ordinary everyday life in various European countries. We also know there is an increasing number of students from all over the continent who share the same interest.

This book, which aims at being a contribution to this issue, is not a study but a series of scholarly snapshots covering a range of topics, illuminating the cultural diversity of the European arena. The first theme to be presented is a collection of papers depicting national cultural characteristics likely to create a certain amount of curiosity  and occasionally misunderstanding  among visitors from abroad.

Its rude to interrupt!, Åke Daun exclaims as a starting point. In doing so, he indicates that verbal communication has its own rhetorical grammar, and in a European perspective this grammar differs to a great extent. In verbal cultures, we learn, it is considered good to interrupt someone when they are speaking, because then you show your engagement in the subject  and due respect to the other person. In Sweden, which is more closely examined as a representative of a quite opposite standpoint, listening to someone without interrupting is a means of showing the same respect and  a much appreciated  modesty. This, as the paper indicates, easily creates intercultural problems.

We arrived in the Netherlands from Britain in 1966 with our four daughters who were then eleven, nine, five and one years old. So begins the contribution by Jeremy and Inga Boissevain, which contains many personal encounters with a strange and puzzling cultural arena. These include, for instance, the abrupt manners of many of the Dutch (), pervasive parsimony and the ever-present birthday calendar inside the WC door.

Turning our focus westwards, Bernard Ineichen contemplates the old but still manifest British class society. However, in this case he utilises an everyday activity which is not often mentioned in proper scientific discourse: food and eating. The story, titled Unequal portions? The British at table, takes us from the Norman invasion of 1066 to the present day, though mainly focusing on the 19th and 20th centuries.

Dwelling primarily on modern times, ils N Dhuibhne gives a highly personal portrait of the Irish way of life, touching upon many central themes concerning both Irish self-understanding and foreigners views. We learn about wit, pints, the Celtic sex tiger and the unpredictability of the Irish  among other things.

Recrossing the Channel Annick Sjgren and Chaterine Fritzell, two French women who have lived in Sweden for many years, analyse some cultural implications of French educational policy. On the one hand, they write, the prestige of knowledge has lead to the building up a school for the elite and, on the other hand, expectations of that state correspond to the never fully satisfied request for a school for the people. Since the 18th century the conflict between these two contradictory tendencies has been pursued under various forms and without ever arriving at a final solution. The latest challenge is to integrate a vast number of socially underprivileged students with different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, while still leaving the door to elite education open to them.

A clearly connected theme  elite versus people  is developed by Disa Hstad in her characterisation of Russian intellectuals  In the name of a stupid and backward people. Russian intellectuals and democrats confronts the real meaning of democracy. There is great agreement, both in Russia and among outside observers, she says, that the Russian people are bogged down in darkness and ignorance. They seem predestined to live like slaves, while simultaneously showing an infinite ability to endure their suffering. In her article, this way of understanding the people is analysed and questioned both historically and in the context of current political change in Russia.

In Poles banter about heroes Zofia Sokolewicz presents stereotypes concerning Poles and Polish society. Dealing with Polish hospitality, the East-West dilemma, and the stories of Polish heroes, she adds some important historical perspectives on self understanding in contemporary Poland.

The last contribution to this first section takes us to sunny Greece. From experiences common to lots of European tourists, namely guided tours in Athens, the Swede Elisabeth Wengstrm delineates the often noted dual identity of the Greeks. On the one hand we find the image of self called Ellines, which is linked to historical and cultural origins in Antiquity and the West, on the other hand the Romei identity, which is linked to the cultural inheritances from Byzantium, the Turkish occupation, and the East.

Next to follow are four papers dealing more explicitly with the current European unification process  all from a specific national standpoint. Two of them touch directly upon the European Union (EU). In Setting boundaries. Connections between discourses on childhood and the Norwegian no to the European Union, Marianne Gullestad gives a broad cultural analysis of the one Scandinavian country still remaining outside the EU. Deliberately avoiding some of the more obvious economic considerations (principally fish and oil), she points at more elusive but equally important issues  core values of social care, childrens upbringing, social justice, and gender equality  where many Norwegians fear that entering the EU would mean threatening their own way of life.

From neighbouring Sweden, Sren Jansson writes on current changes in consumer values, indicating some connections with the newly established membership of the EU. Using extensive consumer interviews dating from the late 1980s to 1997, he detects a tendency quite contradictory to the EU policy of an open market, with no national borders for commercial activities. The title, Mental borders on the European open market?, is furnished with a question mark. However, in many Swedish consumers minds there is a new kind of cultural barrier to foreign nations, based on the notion that imported foods is of inferior quality compared to foods of Swedish origin.

Staying in the Nordic sphere, Thoroddur Bjarnason writes about Icelandic identity in a Nordic context. Some of the features investigated in this article are Icelands historically conditioned marginal position in the Nordic framework, and the ever important linguistic identification: Icelandic language is so closely related to Icelandic identity, that to obtain Icelandic citizenship, foreigners have been forced to drop their own names and adopt Icelandic names instead.

The same basic theme is discussed by Konrad Kstlin in The Austrification of Austria: promoting differences. Dealing primarily with modern Austria  though with historical excursions  he depicts a number of national hallmarks (the Alps, the successful skiers, the foods) widely used and elaborated upon to distinguish Austria from its close neighbours, especially the Germans. Like Gullestad and Jansson, Kstlin also comments on the EU question. Since the entry of Austria, he writes, the nation has reproduced itself to an increasing extent through consumption and the media.

The final contribution directly related to contemporary European political integration is Klaus and Juliana Roths piece on Germany. Many years under Soviet communism did not only bring a political transformation of East Germany, but also a cultural one. To what extent, ask the writers, may the political re-unification include a cultural re-transformation of the former East Germans? They point out that there is a danger that the existing wall in peoples heads between East and West is becoming deep-rooted and that the real and perceived cultural differences may indeed produce separate everyday cultures  and that the German situation somehow reflects East and West Europe after the end of communism.

Next follows a set of three papers developing a comparative cross-cultural perspective. Danes in the middle of the world, as Anders Linde-Laursen titles his article, might, even from a limited European horizon (not to mention an international one), seem like an overstatement. However, it argues that Denmark holds the position of gate-keeper between the Nordic countries and Continental Europe. Danes are, Linde-Laursen suggests, both Nordic and Continental. However, he continues, the self-image of the Danes  as expressed in both political and popular discourse  is in many ways specially connected to the social and economic development of Sweden, its once big neighbour of the North. This attachment is viewed both historically and with regard to current economic problems of the Swedish welfare state.

In the following piece  What about the Finns?  by Åke Daun, Carl-Erik Mattlar, and Erkki Alanen, Swedes again appear as an object of comparison. The paper builds primarily on statistical surveys among Finnish-speaking Finns in Finland and native Swedes living in Sweden. In their analysis, the authors focus upon a variety of self reported measures of ideology and identity which are discussed and evaluated in a wider socio-economic context.

Taking a big step to the south end of Europe, Lars Fant gives an extensive treatment on the modern history of the Iberian Peninsula. The over-significant and the non-significant Other. Reflections on Portuguese and Spanish history and national identity is a story of the emergence of two nation states running parallel to the development of two distinct national discourses supporting two equally distinct identities, which can be regarded as both interdependent and complementary to one another.

Yet another specific aspect of diversity within Europe is presented in two papers discussing the cultural division of the nation state. Elisabeth Brouillard gives Belgium as one example of this phenomenon. Under what conditions do Flemish and Walloon identities coexist? Or  as the title of her contribution asks  Does a Belgian national identity exist? Brouillard shows that such questions raise a multitude of considerations about, for instance, the links between past and present, and the close ties between ideological, political, economic and emotional issues. To answer these questions, she argues, is to risk branding oneself with an undesirable political label.

In Mesli, rsti and the linguistic problem in Switzerland Christine Burckhardt-Seebass introduces us to another divided country. But in Switzerland we do not find the same dire consequences of the language gap. French, German, and Italian are all official languages, while Swiss-German and Rhaeto-Romanic prevail in many distinct dialects. Here the language issue is a subject of never-ending intellectual and, most often, entertaining discussions.

Having stressed the diversity theme in various directions through the whole volume, we find it suitable to end it in a contrasting manner, as a small reminder of all the deeply rooted common traits that exist in Europe. Angela Rundquists paper on The Tuscan villa. A study of romantic myth and rational reality is wholly dedicated to the authors second home  Italy  but the subject is pan-European. It deals with contemporary economic strains on the once extremely wealthy landed aristocracy, and with their (often publicly oriented) strategies for defending the ownership and survival of their old castles, manor houses and country residences.


Its Rude to Interrupt!
 Swedish Communication Style

Åke Daun

It is bad manners to interrupt! This precept is instilled in Swedish children as they grow up. Interrupting another person is impolite and rude. Grown-ups as well as children have to follow this cultural rule. People are expected to listen to one another silently until the person who is speaking has finished.

But there are no rules without exceptions. There are plenty of native Swedes who regularly interrupt. I use the term Swede as a loose term for those individuals who are rooted in Sweden through many links to the past. A certain temperament, or an overwhelming impatience with the situation, may make it difficult to wait. Actually, many Swedes do not mind being interrupted while talking. However, they dislike a person who maintains this rude style, and continues to interrupt over and over again. The reaction that can occasionally be heard is: Let me finish what I have to say.

In some cultures there is no standardised sentence corresponding to the Swedish Its rude to interrupt. In verbal cultures  where conversation is much appreciated  the views on this seem to be very different. It is good to interrupt. By doing so you strongly indicate your engagement in the subject. You are not ignorant. Your thoughts are not somewhere else. What the person who speaks is saying fires your imagination, arouses your memories of similar experiences, or perhaps your desire to argue for the opposite view. Consequently, what is said by the person who is speaking is apparently meaningful and important to the listener.

In Sweden, by contrast, listening to someone without interrupting is a way of showing respect. Additionally, it signals modesty (Daun 1994). Modesty is a character trait which is highly valued in Sweden, as well as in countries like Denmark and Norway  also in more distant places, for example, in Japan. People there are culturally expected to communicate the view that what they have to say is less important, or at least not more important, than what is said by the other party. This behaviour is a way of showing respect.

However, in relatively homogeneous Sweden (Daun 1996:98109)  where sameness is desired  respect is supposed to be expressed mutually. Interaction has to be symmetrical. The actors are equal, ideally  in contrast to Japan.

A practical consequence of the norm of equal rights is the list of speakers. This phenomenon is to be found at all formal meetings in Sweden. The chairperson is continuously in charge of the list. He or she writes down the names of those who give notice of their intention to speak. What is normative is that the chronological order is kept, so that the person who first raised his or her hand will be given the floor before those who did so later.

However, under special circumstances this order can be broken by the chairperson who gives the floor to someone else, for example for a quick rejoinder. Also, the chairperson has the privilege of claiming the right to speak at any time. But, once again, interrupting the person who has the floor is generally not accepted.

By contrast, in so-called verbal cultures the conditions are different. In verbal cultures people prefer to speak rather than listen. One consequence is a communication style characterised by a floating or streaming way of speaking, with few or no pauses. The intention is to maintain the floor. Even minor pauses are seized by someone else to take over. Another way to commandeer a conversation is to raise ones voice and speak louder than the other person, thereby forcing him or her to give up  sooner or later, often after a period of simultaneous speaking.

In verbal cultures it is common to start responding before the other person has finished the sentence. As soon as the message is understood, which could be in the middle of a sentence, the person who is listening starts to answer. However, the first person continues and finally finishes the sentence. Consequently, people repeatedly speak in each others mouth, which is the Swedish expression for this not generally appreciated behaviour.

If a person loves to speak  as is common in France, Italy, Greece, Germany, and elsewhere  it makes sense not to pause. Many people would like to be the popular person who stands in the centre, the one to whom others listen. It is common to dream about being thought an interesting person, active, experienced, witty, charming. The term in Italy for this is to make a bella figura.

Another aspect is the tone generally used, how loud one speaks. Swedes tend to use a relatively low volume. Those who are loud pay the risk of being labelled as pretentious. When Swedes introduce themselves in particular, they prefer to do so quietly, which is a sign of modesty. To say ones name loudly might be thought of as presumptious. By contrast, presenting oneself in the United States is a matter of expressing ones self-confidence, thereby indicating competence.

Spoken Words

In verbal cultures communication is often motivated just by the pleasure of speaking. The message is not important. Verbal exchange is solely for the joy of playing with words and ideas.

In France one may say that the spoken words are just like air, they are light and disappear with the wind. In contrast to the written word, one generally does not need to feel any lasting responsibility for what is momentarily expressed in a conversation. Consequently, one may express values, stances or arguments that one does not hold oneself. Ideas are not looked upon as individual labels or symbols of personal identities  which is often the case among Swedes.

In verbal cultures, many people find it amusing to pick up ideas and thoughts in various situations, for example in watching a television programme. An interesting argument can be remembered so that it can be produced in a later situation to fuel the debate. In order to communicate a stance, it is not necessary to have the same opinion oneself.

Swedes follow different rules; they have to watch their words. They know that they should not express opinions that they do not hold themselves, since they will always be interpreted on the basis of what they say. Spoken words  not only written words  are perceived as personal presentations. You are what you say. People are labelled and pigeon-holed on the basis of what they say. What is presented by word of mouth may be remembered by others and referred to later on. But you said so, dont try to wriggle out of it! I was there, sitting next to you, I listened carefully.. In France, the response could very well be: But it was just something that I said. I wasnt expressing my own view.

This long-lasting responsibility in Sweden for what is verbally expressed makes speaking a heavy task. You cannot just let all the words that you happen to have in your mind pour out of your mouth. You have to prepare yourself. You have to adapt to the social situation, to consider the people who are present and what you know about them. How might they respond to a certain point of view? What image of you will they acquire?

This partly explains the many pauses in Swedish speech. This is a phenomenon that differs from country to country. The Germans avoid pauses, although they generally speak at the same pace as Swedes (Stedje 1982). While pausing, Swedes prepare themselves for the next sentence, and grant themselves a moment of reflection on the possible impact of a comment. A pause offers time to hesitate, and to decide not to utter what one first intended to say.

Foreigners find it a remarkable to experience an audience listening to a Swede who pauses over and over again, and no one uses the opportunity to break in. However, among Swedes this is the natural rhythm. The pauses give the listeners extra time to digest what has just been said. Many Swedes appreciate silence.

Foreign guest lecturers may become nervous when meeting a silent Swedish audience. They often expect responses, raised hands, and spontaneous comments, after a few minutes talk. Instead, they see stony faces. Such a situation can make an outsider nervous about going on, unable to maintain his or her concentration. What did I say wrong?

In actual fact, the Swedish audience may be perfectly happy. They enjoy the role of listener. They are used to paying respect by letting the speaker go on without being interrupted. In some listeners faces, their involvement is clearly reflected, in others, probably most of them, the mental impact of the presentation cannot be noticed.

Homogeneous Culture

Swedish culture is relatively homogeneous. This is a consequence of historical circumstances: one language, one religion, roughly one common history, and until recently minor streams of foreign immigration. Cultural homogeneity means that internal variation is comparatively small. It is not small as such but small compared to European countries generally. Swedes themselves may point out the differences between different regions and social classes, but that does not involve international comparison. However, modern Sweden contains numerous lifestyles, and the homogeneity is decreasing these days at an accelerating speed.

Nevertheless, Swedes still seem to believe that they understand these regional and social differences pretty well. Accordingly, they believe  rightly or wrongly  that they are able to interpret other Swedes behaviour adequately. He is such and such a person, because he holds those opinions. She is so and so, because she dresses like that! Then they think that people are transparent.

If one thinks that people are transparent, one also uses peoples behaviour as material for interpretation. What people do and what they say is seen as obvious indications of their identity. No person can express a viewpoint without being labelled as someone who holds such a view.

This common belief makes it important to adapt to the particular person to whom you are speaking in a more general sense, not only by preparing yourself before opening your mouth. Since homogeneity or sameness is not only a matter of fact, but also something desirable, people tend to adapt to one another by communicating common views and experiences, things that bring people together in community.

As a result of this, many Swedes may find it uncomfortable to speak to a group of people about their personal views without any knowledge beforehand about what these people think. In contrast, talking privately to one individual allows a Swede to look cautiously for a common ground, for some kind of common-ness, and to avoid topics where basic differences in views seem to exist.

Dinner Conversation

When inviting guests to a formal dinner party Swedes expend much time and effort to arrange the placement in fitting combinations. The idea is that people who have to converse through a long dinner should have a shared interest. This could be music, for example, or a professional field. It is good if they can agree on many things. Sameness makes them feel comfortable.

The purpose of such an arrangement is twofold. It makes it easier for strangers to find subjects to talk about. Also, the risk of getting involved in a dispute is minimized. Guests should not argue with one another. They should be friends and agree with each other.

However, in dinner conversation it is possible to talk to only one person at a time. It is not obligatory to speak to a group of people. This opportunity, to speak to one person at a time, suits the typical Swede, since it can be problematic to adapt to different people simultaneously. The Swede desires a common ground, a particular experience, or certain opinion, anything that brings two interlocutors together. This becomes more complicated when different people have different experiences and hold different opinions. What one person says cannot be adapted to all the others at the same time. In order to feel relaxed in such a situation, one has to be individualistic  less prone to conformity  more so than Swedes tend to be.

Private and Public

I have been told that what the French dislike about Swedes is that they do not greet other people. This puzzling statement was explained to me: Swedes do not recognise people that they do not know.

For example, when a Swede stays at a hotel and goes to the breakfast buffet, he or she generally does not greet other guests who are also helping themselves to the food. This behaviour is not only considered exotic by the French, but is even seen as a deliberate snub. The message is: I would prefer not to speak with you!

This false interpretation  and it is partly false  is not noticed or understood by Swedes themselves. If they knew about it, the knowledge would be hurtful. The purpose of social interaction among Swedes is in most cases the opposite. Swedes like to be polite, but the impression to an outsider may be quite the opposite.

Swedes do not see any point in saying hello to a stranger, someone who is only passing by. As a matter of fact, for a Swede it is equally polite to remain silent. Silence allows people to relax, to be left in peace, without the burden of being spoken to.

To conclude, a strict borderline seems to be maintained by Swedes between private and public. People in the public sphere are generally regarded as not relevant for informal interaction. Why should I say bonjour when I enter a shop in France? Give me just one reason to speak to a stranger in a bus queue. Speaking as such does not offer Swedes any pleasure. In many situations, silence is perceived as much more comfortable.

Verbal and Non-Verbal Cultures

Most cultures south of Sweden are verbal. This also goes for most American cultures, with some exeptions. Asia varies, but Japan is definitely non-verbal (cf. Daun 1986).

What follows from the relative taciturnity in Sweden is a positive value linked to this character trait. Silence is generally appreciated. A silent person is often viewed as reflective. He or she is someone who thinks rather than talks. In contrast, those who talk a lot run the risk of being viewed as superficial, people who talk rather than think. Many Swedes find it difficult to imagine a person who is able to speak fast and think deeply at the same time. A relatively silent person is probably regarded by many native Swedes as more reliable and honest, compared to a talkative person who, by contrast, may be viewed as someone who tries to manipulate others, like a dishonest salesman.

Northern people such as Swedes, Norwegians, and Finns, tend to perceive the great interest in talking, discussion, and conversation among southerners as an indication of a greater reluctance to do things - to be active, to work. They just dont want to do anything, they just sit there, doing nothing, drinking coffee! Consequently, talking is partly associated with laziness.

This perspective is strikingly different from many southerners own perception of conversation as the very essence of being human, i.e. what separates humans from animals. Elaborate language used to exchange experiences and ideas  the core criterion of a civilisation  is highly prized. In verbal cultures it is common to believe that reticent people are both less intelligent and less competent than other people. The clear logic says that those who talk little have little to say.

Do rather than Speak

In traditional Sweden there is a stress on doing, on being active, on working long hours, which is ascribed to having to live in a harsh climate in a rural country. In the backgrund lies the special branch of the Lutheran church that favoured blood, sweat, and tears. People were not supposed to have fun.

Swedes generally prefer to be active during their leisure time. This also means doing rather than talking. There is a strong component of instrumentality in verbal communication: people need words as a means to do things. They need to inform each other, instruct, give orders, work out plans. Communication just for the fun of speaking also exists, but the desire to talk is generally not very strong.

Close friends or old neighbours may enjoy each others company without saying much to one another. Doing things together, for many people in traditional Sweden, gave the primary satisfaction, be it fishing, hunting, or constructing a building. In todays Sweden it could be playing bingo, jogging, or participating in the same hobby. This is what makes the company of close friends so comfortable, one does not need to say anything.

Another situation where silence is often appreciated is outdoors activities, for example, walking in the forest, perhaps picking berries. More important, however, for many Swedes is the non-verbal companionship provided by nature itself: listening to the wind in of the trees, the singing of the birds, the hum of the insects.

Silent communication with nature tends to encourage reflection, and an effort to come to terms with oneps life by seeing things from a distance. This comes close to meditation. Many Swedes appreciate taking walks alone. Being able to do this seems to indicate personal maturity in Swedish eyes. Swedes do not conceive of a philosopher as a very loquacious person.

Communication Anxiety

Swedes do not differ from North Americans in degree of the anxiety they tend to feel in social communication. However, although Swedes consider themselves somewhat more competent in social interaction, they are less likely to initiate conversations. They are less willing to talk. The documented higher level of introversion among Swedes is very likely an explanation for this (Daun, Burroughs & MacCroskey 1988).

Interestingly, these similarities in feelings do not correspond to similarities in what they actually do or in behaviour norms. In the United States it is bad to be shy. This is not the case in Sweden, at least not to the same extent. Many Swedes find it comfortable to be relatively silent in group conversations.

It has been noted that people differ culturally with regard to their anxiety to speak, which is a particular meaning of the word anxiety. Some people, as in France, Italy, Germany are anxious to speak; they are highly emotionally motivated to do so. In other words, they like to contribute to conversations. Sweden, England, and the Netherlands, on the other hand, are low-anxiety countries, according to certain studies. It means that the reaction is less strong than in high-anxiety countries. Consequently, they are less motivated to interrupt.

Is it Bad to Interrupt?

Swedes seem to be well acquainted with the rule about letting a speaker finish his or her sentence. In a national survey 51 per cent responded positively to the statement It doesnt matter who Im talking to, Im always a good listener. Even so, many Swedes do not always follow this rule, as was also indicated by the survey: 49 per cent answered false.

How people communicate depends very much on the situation. At formal meetings the rule is quite strict in Sweden, and there may be sanctions against those who break the rule. In more informal settings there is flexibility.

Also, there are gender differences that related to the particular situation in a complicated way. Women seem to be more verbal, or more anxious to communicate. On the other hand, at formal meetings dominated by men, many women tend to feel inhibited about being active. Other variations are related to social class and age.

The focus of this essay, though, is Swedish culture on a generalised level, patterns that foreigners may notice and also find puzzling. For those who travel, variants in communication style are certainly the main representations of national cultures: the way people communicate expresses their culture-linked mentality.

Key words indicating Swedishness, I suggest, are patience, modesty, sameness, agreement, and privacy. Others are pauses, silence, facts, practicality.
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Act Normally! Thats Quite Silly Enough
 Some Notes on Life in The Netherlands

Jeremy Boissevain and Inga Boissevain

It is the peculiar genius of the Dutch to seem, at the same time, familiar and incomprehensible.

Simon Schama The Embarrassment of Riches, 1986

We arrived in the Netherlands from Britain in 1966 with our four daughters who were then eleven, nine, five, and one years old. During the previous sixteen years we had lived in France, the United States, the Philippines, Japan, India, Malta, England, Italy, and Canada. We were happy at the prospect of finally settling in a country where Jeremy had spent a few years as a boy and still had family. Notwithstanding his happy childhood memories and our experience of many countries, we still found it surprisingly difficult to adjust to our new surroundings.

Now settled and content with life in the Netherlands, we still vividly recall our early difficulties. These included the abrupt manners of many of the Dutch we encountered, the pervasive parsimony and the ever-present birthday calendar inside the WC door. Then there was the bewildering choice of denominational newspapers, schools and hospitals. Later, we had to come to terms with the emerging permissive drug culture. We soon learned, by discussing our experiences with friends who had also lived abroad, that we were not alone in finding life in the Netherlands perplexing. Our difficulties with Dutch culture were of course part of a pattern which we have begun to understand and appreciate.

Honesty and Lack of Ostentation

European and American visitors, as well as locals, have remarked that, judged by their own standards, Dutch manners are rough and ready. They noted the general bluntness of the Dutch, their lack of consideration for others in public places, their wild children and their unrefined manners (among others see De Baena 1967: 28, 38, 5973; van Ginkel 1997: 5460; Goudsblom 1967: 17, 33; Phillips 1985: 3034; Rentes de Carvalho 1982: 7074). Indeed, soon after our own arrival we came face to face with some typical aspects of Dutch culture.

Fresh from England, where children should be seen but not heard (and where pet dogs usually were given more attention than our little daughters!), the uncontrolled behaviour of many Dutch children startled us. Children up to about six or seven years old were allowed great freedom. They roamed about noisily in trains and restaurants, interrupted conversations by jumping up and down between grown-ups, commented on the appearance and behaviour of strangers  including, to his indignation, Jeremys grey beard and weird boots  and in other ways constantly commanded attention. No one, including their parents, seemed bothered and no one attempted to control or correct them. Not all children were allowed this behaviour, but it happened often enough to make a lasting impression on us. Through the ages other visitors have remarked on the undisciplined, even obnoxious behaviour of Dutch children (De Baena 1967: 5960, 76; Phillips 1985: 3033; Rentes de Carvalho 1982: 53). But none have provided a satisfactory explanation for it. Nor can we. But, in contrast to many observers, we have been able to watch some of the same uncontrolled youngsters grow up into pleasant, well-mannered teenagers and young adults. Alls well that ends well. Jean de Parival, French professor in Leiden in the seventeenth century, noted much the same: It is all to the honour of the Dutch that starting life as they do in this unbearable manner, they develop into such a serious-minded people  (quoted in De Baena 1967: 60).

Compared to middleclass southern England, we also found many forms of Dutch social intercourse if not harsh, then at least too direct. In this overpopulated country, before the introduction of ticket machines for queue numbers, getting ones turn at shop counters could present a problem. Our casual English approach, volunteering an after you when not sure of our place in the queue, resulted in us being virtually flattened by the elbows and feet of the rest of the customers. We had to adjust, as mentioned, to occasional youngsters jeering at ones appearance; to the licking of knives and fingers at mealtime; and to shop assistants who instead of asking, Can I help you?, gruffly enquired, Zeg het maar (What do you want?). One of our daughters was deeply offended by a friend who bluntly told her that her new birthday shoes were ugly. She had adjusted to the situation better than we had however. She gave her friend a short lecture on how the criticism of the shoes would have been welcome before she bought them. But since she had already worn them, good manners (English style) demanded enthusiastic, though hypocritical, admiration of them.

So it was that we learnt about the Dutch belief in forthright honest answers. In a way this blunt honesty was refreshing, especially to someone coming from England or Sweden, where criticism is often so carefully coded that it is unintelligible to outsiders. But this directness can also stagger the unprepared newcomer. In Holland, people who speak their minds honestly are regarded as virtuous. The courtesy and etiquette of middleclass British, Scandinavians, Central Europeans and Latins are viewed by many Dutch as hypocritical. The circumlocutions and effusive manners they use to protect their social relations are dismissed as insipid nonsense (flauwe kul). This bluntness may be partly explained by the Calvinist values that have been imprinted on the Dutch, whether Catholic or Protestant. These hold that a person should behave normally, as he has been created. To disguise this, whether by fine clothing, extravagant manners, or evasive answers is hypocritical, therefore sinful.

Related to this, sobriety is advocated and, hence, all forms of ostentation should be avoided. This attitude can have unforeseen consequences. A newly appointed lecturer from the United States, for example, chose to introduce himself to his new colleagues in Amsterdam by distributing copies of his weighty C.V. and list of publications, a custom not uncommon in universities abroad. The unfortunates action was quickly reported to colleagues in other universities. He was ridiculed for blatant self-promotion. It took him several years to live his gaffe down. In Holland you must not draw attention to yourself and you must never be seen to be promoting yourself. Naturally self-promotion occurs, but its forms are covert, often byzantine and truly hypocritical, for they are not admitted.

In addition to the Calvinist legacy, Dutch sociologist Johan Goudsblom has suggested that the Dutch tendency not to overdo civility may be ascribed to the heritage of the self-conscious regent elite, which found little occasion to go out of its way in politeness to anybody (1967: 33). These regents were the oligarchy of rich merchants who controlled commerce and public office for centuries in the Dutch Republic. They, not the nobility as in most of Western Europe, formed the dominant reference group. Their bluff manners, in combination with Calvinisms imprint of moderation, seriousness and lack of ostentation, Goudsblom argues, set the tone.

In short, the Dutch value openness positively and look down on ostentatious display and elaborate etiquette in personal relations. Dont put on airs. Behave the way God made you. Any attempt to behave out of the ordinary is likely to be greeted with Doe gewoon. Dan doe je gek genoeg! (Act normally. Thats quite silly enough). It will also provoke others to try to pull you down to their level.

Stinginess, Parsimony, or Frugality?

The ongoing rivalry between the two close neighbours, Belgium and the Netherlands, is frequently expressed in jokes about each others national character: the Belgians are supposed to be dim-witted, the Dutch stingy. One Belgian joke maintains that the Dutch police disperse riots by sending forth police officers rattling collection boxes.

It is probably wrong to consider the Dutch extreme carefulness with money as stinginess, an unpleasant characteristic. This carefulness is not offensive, since it is directed as much against themselves as against others. So perhaps it is a virtue, and we should call it frugality, or eminent good sense. As part of the Calvinist heritage, which is never far from the surface in daily life in the Netherlands, it is expressed in, among other things, a lack of ostentation and a detailed, often laborious, fairness when sharing expenses with equals  going Dutch.

The lack of ostentation, for example in conspicuous consumption, is everywhere in Dutch life. Precious few Porsches or Rolls Royces on the road, no wild buying sprees when old appliances will do, and upper middleclass families can be found lunching off peanut butter sandwiches and buttermilk from a carton on the table.

The recent phenomenon of the National Lotteries, with mind-boggling first prizes, has made millionaires out of people from very humble backgrounds. In some countries stories are told of some of the newly rich squandering their gains on huge cars and villas in Palm Beach or the stockbroker belt in England, where they absolutely dont fit in and end up supremely unhappy. Not so the sensible Dutch. According to a recent magazine feature (HP/De Tijd, 22 November, 1996) most new lottery millionaires still have most of their money. Certainly many have bought new houses, but usually in the area where they already lived, and only somewhat roomier. And a new car, but a modest one, With four doors instead of two. One of the couples visited family in Australia, had a weekend in London and a week in America. Their final trip was to the Canary Islands, but after a few days they had had enough. To quote the husband: What am I doing here? Id much rather be back home in Delft. Another new millionaire has not raised his childrens modest pocket money, and his teenage son still does a paper round. The money? It is in the bank for the childrens future.

Going Dutch is a reality, and a foreigner, used to more free-spending ways, has to be careful not to offend. Often the restaurant bill is not split into as many equal parts as there are dining companions  as some might have ordered more expensive dishes.

In our affluent Amsterdam suburb, we would occasionally take our turn in driving some of our children and their friends in the local hockey team to the usual Sunday match in some nearby, equally affluent suburb. We were amazed, and amused, to be solemnly handed a small amount of change by each child  their share of the petrol cost for the short trip. To us, used in other countries to driving, and being driven by, friends without a thought of the price of petrol, this seemed quaint, not to say petty. But one realizes that this made for smoother social relations, since nobody could feel taken advantage of. If one mother drove more often than others, she would at least not be out of pocket. Another expression of good sense and frugality?

Celebrations

Often portrayed as (and enjoined to be) sober, dour, and serious, the Dutch in fact celebrate frequently and enthusiastically. On such occasions they consume large quantities of food and drink. The tradition of Jan Steen is still very much alive. They not only celebrate traditional feasts like Sint Nicolaas in December and, increasingly, Christmas, but they also observe an astonishing range of anniversaries. Moreover, neighbourhood feasts are growing (Boissevain 1991, 1992). Even the number of cheek-brush greeting kisses has increased from two to three since we moved here. But above all, the Dutch celebrate birthdays.

While the Dutch, especially the Protestants, may celebrate less at their dinner table than the English or the French, all attend many birthday parties each year. Relatives and friends are expected to remember and to come to the celebrations, or at the very least to post or telephone their congratulations. To forget a birthday is a serious social gaffe. Hence a calendar listing the birthdays of relatives and friends hangs, facing the toilet, on the back of the door of the WC in the front hallway. On their birthdays children become king or queen for the day: their chairs are decorated, they distribute sweets or healthy snacks to all their classmates and they are given an elaborate party. Adults on their birthday bring along a splendid choice of creamy pastries for office colleagues and throw a party in the evening. If they dont work outside the house, they provide coffee, pastry, drinks, and snacks to all who drop in throughout the day to congratulate them. For the celebrant, birthdays are expensive and exhausting! Because of the countrys small size, attendance at such festivities is possible and, therefore, expected. They reflect and reinforce strong family ties.

This traditional pattern, too, is being modified. Today, some busy young couples begrudge the time spent on such celebrations or are reluctant to place family and friends (and thus themselves) under visiting obligations, and no longer hold open house.

Papers and Pillars

As soon as we began to master Dutch, people would ask us which newspaper we subscribed to. They were trying to classify us. There was a vast choice of newspapers: quality, tabloid, Catholic, Protestant, and local. The radio and television corporations were also divided between religious denominations and political interests. Dutch society was, and to a lesser degree still is, divided into blocs or pillars, the so-called zuilen. Usually there are four: Protestant, Catholic, socialist, and other. But occasionally they combine in tactical coalitions and, in turn, are often subdivided into conservative and progressive factions. Though slowly diminishing, verzuiling, pillarization, is still a force to be reckoned with. Today it still provides a framework for medical insurance, political parties, mass media, trade unions, employers organizations, savings banks, sport associations, and cemeteries. Even dining conventions reflect it. We observed that Calvinists eat swiftly and silently, while Catholics spend longer at table, talking and socializing while they dine. Pillarization is particularly strong in the field of education. From infant school to university, parents can choose between Protestant, Catholic, and neutral schools. Since the state subsidizes confessional schools, there are also a growing number of Islamic primary schools catering for the needs of Turkish and North African immigrants.

The present system of pillarization came into being around the year 1900. A conservative faction of petit bourgeois, farmers, fishermen and various socially disadvantaged persons separated from the dominant Dutch Reformed Church. Within a few decades, this orthodox minority had consolidated its position, had obtained state funding for its schools and its leader, the clergyman Dr. Abram Kuyper, had become prime minister (19011905). His dictum, Soevereiniteit in eigen kring, Sovereignty within ones own group, became the basis of an ideological and institutional system of apartheid [B]ased on the equality and tolerance of all persuasions. All these confessional and non-confessional groups tried to construct their own worlds, their own subcultures  (Zahn 1993: 1712. Also see Goudsblom 1967; Kruijt 1959; Lijphart 1968; Verrips 1978, 1980).

However, the institutionalized tolerance that is central to the present system of pillarization is much older than Abram Kuypers dictum. It is based on the recognition of the principle of religious freedom recognized by the Union of Utrecht in 1579. Freedom of religious belief became a core tenet of the Republic, though the Dutch Reformed Church remained the only officially recognized religious organization until 1853. Goudsblom (1967: 18) notes that The minorities of Roman Catholics, Protestant dissenters, and Jews suffered some discrimination, especially in being ineligible for public office; they were tolerated, however, and although it was against the law they were usually allowed to conduct their worship without restriction [our italics].

Tolerance and Drugs

Dutch tolerance of behaviour that is against the law is thus of long standing. Descartes love of the Netherlands was, it is said, due to its tolerant attitude to smoking, in this instance of tobacco, the smoking of which was condemned by the French government of the time (Pags 1996; NRC Handelsblad, 11 December 1996). Today this tolerance of soft drugs is perhaps the most controversial aspect of Dutch culture. Soft drugs, window prostitution, brothels, and euthanasia are technically illegal, but they are tolerated. The Dutch use a special term to designate tolerance of illegal activities: they are gedoogd. The Van Dale dictionary (1984), defines the verb gedogen as

1. to bear, meekly endure, put up with (suffering, vicissitudes, calamity, disaster, difficult circumstances, etc.); 2. to accept without resistance, tolerate, suffer, look through ones fingers at, the opposite of preventing or opposing  passively witness, permit (evil, miseries, wrongs, crimes, evil actions, punishable deeds, etc.) [our translation].

The central tenet of the governments drug policy is to reduce the risks related to drugs for the users, their immediate surroundings and society. As far as possible, government tries to see that the prosecution of users does not cause them more damage than the use of drugs. Since 1976 it has made a distinction between hard and soft drugs. While the possession, sale, production, and import and export of all drugs is punishable, punishment relating to soft drugs is considerably milder than for hard drugs. In practice the possession and sale of a maximum 30 grams of cannabis products is gedoogd. The sale of soft drugs in the larger cities mostly takes place in so-called coffee shops, where the sale of hard drugs (and alcohol) is strictly prohibited. Community centres, street pedlars and house dealers in bars also sell soft drugs.

The decriminalization of the use of soft drugs guarantees an annual market for well over 200 tons of cannabis products. Since it is illegal to import or produce cannabis, this market is supplied by smuggled and illegally grown products. While decriminalizing the use of soft drugs, the policy has not prevented the criminalization of their supply. On the other hand, it has not led to greater use than in other countries. Moreover, the number of hard drug users is stable, and compared to other countries there are relatively few drug-related deaths (NIAD 1995: 4). In spite of apparent self-contradictions and confusion, this policy appears to be containing drug use. Dutch tolerance and down-to-earth common sense has lessened the excitement of drug use by not forbidding all forms of it across the board.

Dutch tolerance is clearly a relative concept. It does not mean that denominational or political conflicts are denied, or that differing ideas or behaviour are accepted as correct. Far from it. Other beliefs are often vehemently rejected. Racial discrimination is pronounced and growing. Within confessional groups there is tight social control and often severe punishment of deviation. The pillarization system of institutionalized apartheid (Zahn 1993: 171) attempts to regulate and thus contain conflict between groups. There is tolerance of intolerance (van Gijswijt-Hofstra 1989: 23) in the interest of public order. Though this concept of tolerance is largely tactical, for some it is a fundamental principle (Bina 1993: 26). The Dutch firmly believe in letting many flowers bloom, though they may not always like their smell.

A final note. There are two very different Netherlands: Amsterdam, where we now live, and the rest of the country. Much more goes on and is accepted in Amsterdam, an intriguing combination of international metropolis and small town. Culture is continually changing. People who come to the Netherlands now may find things less extreme than we did, particularly if they live in Amsterdam. There are important regional differences (van Ginkel 1997: 100ff.). The rest of the country is not changing as rapidly as Amsterdam, nor is it as tolerant.
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Unequal Portions?
 The British at Table

Bernard Ineichen

The history of the table of a nation is a reflection of the civilisation of that nation.

Escoffier, Preface to Larousse Gastronomique, 1938

Inequalities are endemic in British life. As I sit with a delicious pizza and an excellent bottle of Chianti at one of the many pizza restaurants in London, a mile away there are thousands of people for whom my bill of 1520 exceeds their entire weeks spending on food. A mile away in the other direction, the rich are handing over six or seven times that amount to fill their stomachs just once.

Early History: The Rich Man at his Table, the Poor Man at the Gate

This situation is rooted in history, and maintained by a political torpor that some find surprising. Let us look at the history first.

The Norman invasion of 1066 brought about huge changes in life in England. It certainly brought about changes in the way food was talked about, and the effects are still with us today: we have French-derived terms for meat  beef, mutton and pork  as if the ruling class did not want to concern itself with the actual animals, cows, sheep and pigs, which retained their original Anglo-Saxon terms. English peasants reared the animals, the conquering Normans ate them. Many French terms still carry high status in English discourse about food and cooking today: chef is universal; a favourite London restaurant calls itself Bengal Cuisine; and most unbiased judges would admit the primacy of French cookery and wine.

This is not to say that the British contribution to what the British eat has been negligible. British food and drink of the highest quality derives from two sources: country-house life, and a sturdy peasant tradition based on excellent raw materials and simple techniques of preparation.

The country house diet was based on the produce of local husbandry and the spoils of the leisured classes favoured leisure activities, hunting and fishing: venison, beef, pigeon, pheasant, trout and salmon; and home-made beer, cheese, honey and pickles. Breakfasts could be enormous, taking in chops and steaks. Subsequent meals, sensibly enough, were served later than they are today throughout Europe (except perhaps in Spain!). Pies and puddings figured prominently. In some establishments the servants ate separate meals, but usually they had to make do with the leftovers; whipping away the dishes before diners had quite finished was not unknown.

Sophisticated French chefs began to make an impact on urban dining rooms soon after the Napoleonic threat was lifted. The nineteenth century saw their influence grow, and the custom of young aristocrats making the Grand Tour of Europe helped diversify upper-class English tastes.

Away from the dining-table, however, two major influences on British life and British eating grew steadily throughout the nineteenth century: the increasing, rapidly urbanising population at home, and the power of the British Empire abroad.

The plight of those forced off the land and into the towns to form Marxs urban proletariat has been described many times: Engels, Marxs collaborator, wrote about their diet in Manchester in 1844. As one descended the class pyramid, each segment was fed worse and worse: Irish labourers at the bottom of the heap lived on potatoes and weak tea. Much of the food available to buy was adulterated.

The population of England and Wales doubled in the first half of the nineteenth century. The urban poor fed themselves with difficulty, but improvements crept in: white bread, baked from wheat in bakers ovens rather than at home; and dividends from the colonial trade, tea, sugar, and for the better-off, coffee. The new railways made fresh food more readily available. What was true of bread (bought in rather than home-made) was true of an increasing proportion of the townsmens diet. As there was little chance of having any money left over at the end of the week, many families lived in debt to local shopkeepers. Sometimes it got very bad. In the financial crisis of 1847, the chef of Londons Reform Club set up a soup kitchen in nearby Leicester Square, and fed two to three thousand people daily.

To make up for the misery and poor diet, many turned to alcohol: pubs were warmer, more comfortable and more cheerful than most labourers homes. Dickens considered gin a great vice, but wretchedness and dirt even worse. Agricultural labourers had an even harder time than the townspeople. Food prices and rents rose, farm wages fell; the rural population existed, in Burnetts words, permanently on the verge of starvation.

The growing middle class and the rich, meanwhile, were changing their habits: smaller, earlier breakfasts; a more substantial light meal around the middle of the day; tea at four oclock; and an evening meal that would be taken later and later. How late was a fine distinction of status: lateness remained, as it does today, a badge of class. The Carlyles in Chelsea dined at six, the Queen in her palace at eight. Urbanites waited longer than countryfolk. It was not always appreciated, and indeed La Rochefoucauld hated it: One of the most wearisome of English experiences, lasting four or five hours. Coffee and port followed the meal. Cooking remained overwhelmingly in the plain English tradition, with a widespread suspicion of impertinent foreign dishes. The French influence grew only slowly. Yet such was the quality of English food, and the ease and speed with which it could be supplied to the houses of the rich, that the Victorian upper class ate very well indeed (Burnett 1989).

The blossoming middleclass worked hard at their status distinctions, at mealtimes as much as any other time. Formal afternoon teaillustrated this beautifully. You didnt just turn up. Hostesses had their known days for receiving visitors, and these became the occasion for elaborate refreshments of bread, muffins and cakes; an even more elaborate preparation of the drawing room; for dressing in good clothes by all concerned; and for the exchange of gossip.

The Twentieth Century: Food And War

It took the wars of the twentieth century, and the break-up of the British Empire, to achieve some kind of fairness in British eating, and to inject diversity and new influences into British cooking. The dreadful state of British army recruits, first in the Boer War (18991902) and then in the First World War (191418), revealed to the British population the consequences of the inequalities of nineteenth-century upbringing. Forty-one per cent of men in their prime of life were graded C3, unfit for service, when conscription was introduced in 1917. Twelve-year-old boys at private schools were on average five inches taller than those in council schools.

The needs of the war led to benefits for the poorest: free school meals were eaten by 200,000 children by 1914; factory canteens were introduced; and in the last year of the war rationing was introduced for sugar, meat, butter, margarine and other foodstuffs. Despite the bureaucracy this created, the system worked, and cheap food was guaranteed for all.

Lessons learned then were very helpful the second time around. Ration books were printed in 1937, two years before they needed to be distributed by the new Ministry of Food. Rationing was based in part on a points system giving a degree of consumer choice, an idea adopted from the Germans; tactfully, this feature was not made public.

Rationing and the privations of the Second World War saw great changes in the way the British fed themselves. As in the First World War, the awful toll on merchant shipping inflicted by German U-boats led to a much greater emphasis on achieving self-sufficiency in food. Cereals, vegetables and sugar were increasingly home-produced. The habit of the allotment, where working-class men could escape from the confines of home and grow their own food, was encouraged by the authorities, publicised by the simple but effective slogan, Dig for Victory. The authors familys own suburban garden lawn was, like millions of others  and even the moat of the Tower of London  dug up to provide a vegetable patch. The results of all these changes were dramatic: food imports were reduced from 29 million tons in the first year of the war to 10 million in the last.

Food prices were controlled, and special wartime cookbooks were published. Meals eaten in restaurants were restricted to a five-shilling (25p) limit, although restaurateurs soon found ways of adding to the bill. Factories with over 250 workers were obliged to provide a canteen. Two thousand British Restaurants were set up by the Government, in a huge variety of buildings. They were originally designated Communal Feeding Centres but Churchill stopped this, feeling it smacked of communism. By the end of the war they were serving 50 million meals a week.

Many regulations lasted longer than the war itself, and the net result was a narrowing of class differences and a decline in infant and maternal mortality. And nobody starved (Driver 1983).

Of course, there was a downside to the changes. Some imported foods disappeared altogether: bananas for the duration of the war, oranges until the Allied victories in North Africa in 1943. The opportunities for petty corruption were enormous. The need to maintain civilian morale meant that offences were often ignored in wartime, but with peace came a tide of prosecutions for breaking the rules: 30,000 in 1947 alone. Favoured customers had their orders supplied from under the counter. Queuing became a way of life. A joke of the time has two women approaching a queue. Whats this for? asks one. Tales of Hoffmann, is the reply. Thats all right then, says the first. My old man will eat anything.

The end of the war saw the British population exhausted  and even hungrier than they had been in wartime. Bread rationing was introduced for the first time in 1946, and lasted two years. Some other foods remained rationed until 1953. Whale meat enjoyed a brief popularity. Snoek, which resembled barracuda, never caught on. But, as at the end of the Napoleonic Wars, British cooking and eating habits opened up gradually to foreign influences. This time the influences came from further afield, affected a much larger segment of the population, and seem destined to make a huge impact on present and future habits of cooking and eating in Britain.

Diversity: British Eating Goes International

Novelty is the universal cry: it is imperiously demanded by everyone. It is an exceedingly common mania among people of inordinate wealth to exact incessantly new or so-called new dishes.

Escoffier, A Guide to Modern Cookery, 1907

The major changes in the second half of the twentieth century have included an enormous expansion in the choice of food available, which older people who remember wartime restrictions find dazzling. A second has been the proliferation of places to eat outside the home. A third is the growing interest in cooking, food preparation and presentation, reflected in the huge popularity of books and television programmes about food.

The increasing choice of foodstuffs has come about largely as a by-product of rising standards of living and choice throughout the developed West, but in the case of Britain some additional factors are involved. One is the increasing commercialization of agriculture, resulting in changes such as the greater availability and lower price of poultry, a relatively rare delicacy in pre-war Britain. Another is the presence of substantial ethnic minorities, who have brought their food habits with them from the Caribbean, the Indian subcontinent, and the Far East. Thirdly, foreign holidays have expanded British gastronomic horizons. Fourthly, alternative diets based on health-giving properties of food, and a distrust of much commercial farming, has led to a great boom in vegetarian and other health-food diets; shops supplying this market have risen in number from about a hundred in 1960 to several thousand today. Vegetarianism in Britain has a long history: the Vegetarian Society dates from 1847, and the first vegetarian cookbook appeared in 1866. Vegetarians doubled in numbers between 1984 and 1994 to 4.5% of the whole population. Numbers have increased further following current concerns about human vulnerability to BSE.

Changes in eating out have been equally dramatic. The traditional type of take-away selling ready-to-eat food in Britain was the fish and chip shop. However, like fresh fish merchants, they have found the going increasingly tough, faced with decreasing supplies and growing competition from Indian, Chinese, kebab and pizza take-aways, whose ingredients can be gathered without the hazards of deep-sea fishing. Coffee bars appeared in the 1950s, devoted to the leisurely consumption of espresso coffee produced by the new Gaggia machines. The idea of lingering over refreshments caught the mood of the times, reflected in Prime Minister Macmillans phrase, Youve never had it so good. Not by coincidence, young peoples spending power was growing, enough to finance the habit, new to most who were not students, of living away from the parental home before marriage (Hardyment 1995).

Eating establishments, in their variety and quantity, make up one of the present joys of British life. Within ten minutes walk of the authors West London flat are some 50 restaurants, cafs and pubs. Even the plainest suburban High Street is likely to feature Indian, Chinese, Italian and Greek options. In many places it seems possible to eat your way around the world in a couple of kilometres. As an example of the impact of change, the number of Indian restaurants (mostly in fact owned and run by Bangladeshis) has grown in 50 years from six to 8500 (more in London than in Delhi and Bombay combined) with two and a half million customers a week. Their annual turnover is two and a half billion pounds. They have their own trade journal, Tandoori Magazine.

In the 1990s, this variety has been compounded by distinctions within each major category: Indian into Nepalese, Afghan, South Indian vegetarian, Sri Lankan; oriental into Cantonese, Peking, Szechuan, Japanese and Thai. And idiosyncratic styles have appeared: restaurants where the Italian waiters periodically break into operatic arias; and one where upper-middleclass Englishmen can recreate the fantasies of their happiest years, with boarding school food served by waitresses dressed as schoolgirls. I witnessed my own favourite theatrical gesture in a Greek restaurant in central London where, at the end of the evening, Chef appeared from behind the kitchen curtain, and the assembled diners rose as one to give him a standing ovation.

The popularity of eating out (its share of household spending on food has more than doubled since 1960) persists despite VAT at seventeen and a half per cent, additional substantial duty payments on alcohol, and hefty mark-ups on wine. Clearly the Chancellor of the Exchequer receives a good dividend from all this public eating. Popularity has been fuelled by the migration of cooks to Britain from many countries, and by the increasing fragmentation of domestic life, with more and more people living alone (a quarter of all households), with less incentive to cook for themselves.

Books and television provide another index for the growth of interest in cooking and eating. Mrs Beetons Book of Household Management has been with us since 1861, but faces a huge, varied and growing list of rivals. Books about cookery or dieting often get into the best-seller lists; every newspaper has not only a cookery writer, but its own restaurant critic, regularly reviewing restaurants with the same care that the drama critic lavishes on the latest production of Hamlet; and celebrity cooks improve both their fame and bank balance by fronting their own television series. Millions of people watch them. George Orwell reckoned that only 15 per cent of housewives in the 1930s possessed a cookbook. Now some two thousand new titles about food appear every year, and a well-stocked bookshelf is part of the equipment of millions of domestic kitchens. Programmes about food feature on every television channel.

Inequalities in New Guises

The contemporary eating scene is riddled with almost as many inequalities as the historical. As well as the enduring themes of class and money, there are those of gender, generation and geography.

The first matter in discussing food and class today is the naming of meals. Just as the ruling Normans introduced their own terms for meat, today the British differ by class on what they call their meals.

Breakfast alone receives universal recognition. It has certainly slimmed down since its country house heyday, but what is actually eaten has a complicated relationship with class. Working-class tastes often favour a hot breakfast, in order to start a hard days physical labour with a full stomach. Fried food is preferred in England, porridge in Scotland. Further up the social scale, the picture is blurred: some favour a continental breakfast of croissants or toast; but breakfast cereals, with muesli increasingly replacing corn flakes, are taken by many. Tea is the preferred drink at the bottom of the class scale, coffee at the top.

What is not eaten is also significant. Breakfast is not consumed at all by many. The number of those who go without a home breakfast runs into millions: seven and a half million adults, a million teenagers, half a million children under 12, according to a survey carried out by Kelloggs in 1988. The effect on childrens health and school performance is adverse, and is of particular concern for those whose family income is low, and whose nutritional level is already poor. Some schools have responded by serving breakfast on the premises.

It is the midday meal that causes the most linguistic confusion. Is it lunch? Or its unaccountably extended relation, luncheon? It has come some way since Dr. Johnson defined it in his Dictionary of 1755 as As much food as ones hand can hold. The working-class rearguard continue to call it dinner, causing a problem over what to call their evening meal: high tea? supper? or with careful distinction, cooked dinner? Alan Bennett, the playwright, called his television programme about the minutiae of class distinctions in a Harrogate hotel, Dinner at Noon. He remembers that in his childhood he always had dinner at lunchtime. He remembers, too, his embarrassment in cafes when his parents would order nothing more than a pot of tea, while they smuggled the food they had brought themselves to the children.

Today, with the bringing together of two ubiquitous domestic possessions, the television and the microwave, mass-produced convenience foods (initially marketed as TV suppers) have become a force in reducing class differences, perhaps at the cost to the nations nutrition. Few households now designate a room in their house the dining room, or (even more rarely) the breakfast room. Family mealtimes are compromised, making the instilling of table manners into children harder, and leading to a variety of evasive techniques by teenagers. The term grazing has been applied to the practice of eating lightly, frequently and opportunistically, often while on the hoof away from a formal dining setting.

These changes have a particular significance for the eating habits of the young, reinforcing the greatly reduced availability of free school meals and milk. Several reports from independent organisations have pointed out the continued impoverishment of childrens diets.

Attitudes to weight have experienced a sea-change. The prevalence of clinical obesity in Britain has doubled in the past decade. Class impinges here too, with obesity no longer a sign of good eating and sufficient wealth, but something to be feared, suggesting bad eating and poverty.

One of the first winners of the National Lottery was a factory worker whose pleasures were beer, take-away meals, and videos. After winning 11 million, he simply carried on as before, only more so. Twenty months later, and 45 kilos heavier, he died. Better-off women suffer from the converse of overeating, anorexia nervosa.

The overweight, prematurely dead lottery winner was practising what many younger people do much of the time. Junk food (the term is accepted even by its consumers) is most commonly eaten by adolescents and young adults. Its consumption may be a celebration of their freedom from parental supervision.

Gender inequalities in eating no doubt go back to the days when men hunted for food and women prepared it, and are still with us today. Surveys have shown that eating habits continue to mirror the division of labour and power differentials within the family. Women believed (or at least admitted to interviewers) that men needed (and ate) more, better, higher status food than they themselves did. Men were more likely than the rest of the family to be served meat. Fruit and milk were more often seen as childrens food according to research carried out in Wales and the North of England (Mennell 1992).

Womens restricted eating can be viewed either as the pursuit of a desired ideal of slimness, or the manifestation of female self-denial. Margaret Forster used as the title of her novel about an Alzheimers sufferer, Have the Men Had Enough?, the phrase endlessly repeated by the woman, emphasizing her lifetime concern for male priority at mealtimes. However, the decline of heavy, male-dominated industries such as shipbuilding and coal mining, and the rise of mass male unemployment, have contributed to a partial blunting of such differences.

There have been changes too among those who have achieved high status within the profession of cookery, published books on the subject, or had their own programme on television. Some notable female cooks have appeared in the role of TV chef or teacher; while famous hoteliers and restaurateurs are still almost without exception men. Boys are increasingly found who state their ambition to become a chef. Another recent change has been the rise of indigenous British chefs: in the past those destined for the top were obliged, like ballet dancers, to adopt foreign, exotic-sounding names.

Our conclusion may be that the British are eating better, and cooking worse (at least at home) than ever in their history. And the politics? Are portions still unequal? The Labour Partys landslide victory of May 1997 exceeded even that of 1945 in terms of its Parliamentary majority. Whether or not the new government tackles problems of inequality (including unequal portions at table) on the scale of Attlees team of fifty years ago, we must wait and see.
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Table 4
Tmagine that you had to leave Iceland.
Which country would you choose to move to?

1968 1979 1985
Countries named:
A Nordic country  48% 45% 29%
Great Britain 16% 10% 2%
United States 15% 23% 18%
All other countries  21% 2% 31%

Source: Broddason (1991)
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Table 3
Which nation do you fecl s closest/second closest to you?

lelond  Denmark  Norwy  Sueden
Feel dosest o

leclanders — % % 2%
Danes 50% 53% 40%
Norwegians 8% 4% - 64%
Swedes 15% 40% 65%

Finns % 1% % 17%
Faroese 29%

Irish 5%

Bridish 7% 12% 12% 14%
French % 4% 1% 3%
Germans 6% 1% 3% 9%
United States 7% 9% 17% 12%
Others 10% 15% 2% 3%

Source: Jénsson and Olafison (1991)






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






OEBPS/images/1.jpg
EUROPEANS





OEBPS/images/140.jpg
Table 1

To which of the following do you feel most closely related?
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