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Ref 1 

Is national character a useful concept? 
 

Usefulness does not require truth or legitimacy, in fact in this case it is because of, 
rather than in spite of its illegitimacy that national character is a useful concept. Far 
from a cosy, ultimately superficial ‘brits love drinking tea’ line, national character is a 
useful way of creating the illusion of unity in a group of people. Defined in most 
simplistic terms by Wikipedia, national character is the “identification of people, 
ethnicity and races according to specific, indomitable cultural characteristics.” 
Similarly, Dutch scholars identified 6 definitions, one being “a set of psychological 
traits that is characteristic for the people belonging to a nation and that sets them 
apart from other nations”. Throughout all definitions, two key themes are at play that 
make it so useful. Firstly, the idea that national character is “indomitable”, inherent to 
that particular culture and somehow ‘natural’; immediately dismissing the possibility 
that it is purported for a purpose and deeming it immune to attack. Secondly, that it 
“sets them apart from other nations”, meaning in its very nature national character is 
defined more so by what it is not, than what it is, and thus is inherently exclusionary. 
Essentially, its sacred status ironically means it can function as an extension of 
whichever narrative one chooses to adopt without question, and its weak definition 
means this can be done easily. In the UK for example, the ww2 ‘finest hour’ brave 
Brits narrative becomes part of our national character whenever that sentiment is 
useful again, increasingly so now with a no-deal Brexit scenario looming. 
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Ref 2 

Why is English the Lingua Franca and not Spanish? 
 
Although Spanish is a widely spoken and understood language with 400 million 
Spanish speakers world-wide, English still remains the Lingua Franca for many 
cultural, political and social reasons. From a political and economic perspective, 
English is the language of business trades and most business programmes are 
taught in English. This has created a desire for people to learn and speak English as 
it improves job perspectives and is a language widely used in academia. Spanish is 
not as popular in this respect as English was the first global Lingua Franca and 
England established a huge empire and was able to hold onto it for longer than 
Spain. This meant that England was able to build better relationships and has more 
political and linguistic power as English has had more time to spread and grow 
across the world than Spanish which could suggest that Spanish isn't as useful as 
English to learn if you want to speak a widely spoken language. English has an 
international use across cultures - there are far more non-native English speakers 
than native, with 1.5 billion speakers of English which makes up 20% of the world’s 
population. This means that although there are slight cultural differences between 
countries with English speakers, more connections between cultures are made 
which allows better communication as English brings people from different 
backgrounds together to speak English whether natively or as a second language. 
The fact that over the years, English has borrowed many words from France, India, 
China and South America suggests that it is a global language as it encompasses 
multiple languages and cultures. 
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Ref 4 

What does it mean to be happy? 
 

Happiness is nothing but a social construct of words and experiences derived from 
different settings. When an individual is subject to experiences that solely contribute 
to good personal wellbeing it can be said that they will be happy. Hence, the 
statement made by John Maynard Keynes on his deathbed “I should have drunk 
more champagne” should not seem to be a surprise, as he was putting across his 
genuine belief of what would make him happier. Perhaps, an implicit message 
targetting the idea that more time in life should be allocated to leisure. In spite of this, 
there are vasts amounts of indicators to consider when actually determining when 
somebody is happy, many of which vary from person to person.  
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Ref 6 

Was L.P Hartley right when he said “The past is a foreign country; 
they do things differently there”? 

 
The first Greek Historian Herodotus is known both as the “Father of History” and the 
“Father of lies”. This perplexing contradiction is indicative of the issue surrounding 
the past. It is not so much that the past is a foreign country, but the fact that those 
who represent it are also prone to distorting it. In 1067 an anonymous author 
completed writing The life of Edward the Confessor, much of our knowledge 
regarding the monarch originates from the words penned in this book. Yet his work is 
inundated with bias and dedicated to Queen Edith, Edward’s wife. The trend 
continues into the 20th century where eminent Historians are accused of wrongly 
interpreting the past.Whilst Richard Pipes recounting of the Russian Revolution 
accuses Lenin of adopting a tyranny inspired by his “doctrine of destruction”, 
Christopher Hill presents a man whose dictatorship of the proletariat was a result of 
a morally justified attempt to emancipate the serfs of Russia. Evidently this complete 
divergence between Historians and their human inability to remain objective is a 
continual concern perverting History. Their differing interpretations force the past to 
remain foreign. Although I can agree with L.P Hartley’s statement that the past is a 
foreign country on account of those who represent it , the reoccurring patterns that 
arise through time allow me to disagree with his statement that “they do things 
differently there”. Histories of war spurred by religion, and revolution’s incited by 
thoughts of freedom are widespread. Walter Rauschenbusch best conveys this idea 
through his statement “Humanity is always fundamentally the same”. Whilst the past 
may remain foreign because it can never be truly trusted, it is led by the same 
motivations that currently inspire the events of today. Yes, the past is a foreign 
country, but they don’t necessarily do things differently there. 
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Ref 7 

What does it mean to be happy? 
 
Happiness is integral when making decisions. Without happiness, goods that firms 
produce would have no value: there would be no purpose for humans to satisfy our 
infinite desires. Utility received from consumption fundamentally measures the 
success of economic choices. Carl Menger’s irrefutable truth about the ‘law of 
diminishing marginal utility’ depicts the powerful link between scarcity and utility. 
When items are scarce, the value we place on them rises. Hence, ‘happiness’ works 
in favour of ‘rational choice’ theory by Cesare Beccaria: happiness means making 
logical choices in the interest of maximising utility. Thus, happiness is also a key 
example of ‘self-interest’ theory.  
Adam Smith’s ‘Diamond-Water paradox’ further reinforces this relationship. 
Moreover, it depicts the marginal value of happiness over total happiness received 
from consumption. It powerfully highlights the idea that humans place values 
(subjective to each individual) on goods, regardless of necessity. Why is something 
so vital for survival, less valuable than a sparkling stone? We tend to value items 
with higher opportunity costs more, and thus receive greater happiness from them. 
Happiness often determines economic outcomes, as it acts as a driving force behind 
the behaviour of firms and consumers. The power of happiness can lead to a labour 
force becoming more productive, and highly motivated. Thus, increasing happiness 
for all stakeholders involved in a business – as consumers receive cheaper prices, 
investors receive greater returns, and employers reach to a point of 
self-actualisation, according to Maslow’s Hierarchy. This triggers greater happiness 
for consumers, as they get better value for money. Purchasing goods takes up a 
smaller proportion of disposable income - hence, increasing their utility.  
Thus, the meaning of happiness to individuals is subjective according to their own 
agendas; however achieving happiness is pivotal for the economy, as it is what 
causes us to make day-to-day choices. 
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Ref 8 

Would History be worth studying if it didn’t repeat itself? 
 
 
This essentially asks two questions, firstly does history repeat itself? The second 
question it asks is why it is worth studying history. Robert Gildea’s ‘Empires of the 
Mind’ considers the patterns in history and therefore is important when considering 
the first question. Furthermore, Margaret Macmillan’s ‘The Uses and Abuses of 
History’ considers why we study history and as a result what we can learn from it.  
 
It would be unfair to argue that history ‘repeats’ itself in a direct way as the same 
events happening twice, but it is clear that there are patterns of recurrence. For 
example, Gildea finds parallels between French and British imperialism. From this, it 
is clear to me that it is a ‘history of thought’ which repeats itself. By this, it is the 
patterns of thought and interpretations of the past which spread across both different 
historical eras and cultures in order for patterns, such as the ideas of colonisation, to 
re-emerge. Therefore, it is not the historical events that repeat themselves but the 
ideas of the past which bring about similar patterns.  
 
However, history is still worth studying despite it not directly ‘repeating’ itself. For 
example, Macmillan argues that analysing history can teach us humility by constantly 
challenging interpretations of the past we, as historians, must recognise that we 
were once wrong. Furthermore, Macmillan argues that we can learn from the past in 
order to improve the future. However, this led me to consider that we must carefully 
analyse the past in order to learn the ‘right’ lessons. Therefore, history is worth 
studying despite it not directly repeating itself. 
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Ref 12 

Can history stop the next war? 
 
Historians can’t predict the future. However, our past has taught us to value peace, 
arguably bringing us into this “golden age” with less than 1% of global deaths 
resulting from warfare in the 21st century5. The human security report concluded 
that global peacekeeping missions, since WWII have aided war prevention3. Since 
this phenomenon “a basic historical change had taken place in the attitudes of 
European peoples towards war”1 and thus, as argued by historian Harrari, we learnt 
to break the Chekhov law that the kings and emperors of the past followed diligently. 
If we acquired new technological warfare, we would use it2. Now though, the 
tragedies of the past have taught us to value peace over war, arguably stopping the 
next. 
 
This is a particularly euro-centric notion of peace though. Violent warfare is still 
occurring across the international system. When Korea emerged from Japanese 
colonialism in the 1950’s it entered a violent conflict, began by a clashing desire for 
unity and self-identification. The nationalist history of the country, dating right back to 
the 7th century Silla dynasty was ignored in favour of the global superpowers, 
Russia and the USA, political ambitions 6. This has been replicated since 1945, as 
Margaret Mac Millan suggested although history was there to teach America how it 
behaved in the face of threats after 9/11, it still prepared for war with Iraq 4. History 
became meaningless in the face of new ambitions. 
 
Arguably history has and can continue to prevent war amongst western or 
“developed” nations. But this is not true for many corners of the globe. Perhaps it will 
never be until we expand our knowledge of other nations histories. Understanding 
others ambitions for peace will bring it and I hope history can allow us to do this.  
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