
WILL ENGLISH STILL BE USEFUL ON DOOMSDAY? 

 

In How to be an Alien, a hilarious booklet released in 1946, the 

Hungarian-born writer George Mikes explains what the 

English really think of themselves and other inhabitants of 

the globe. One day, after a long courtship, a young British 

lady living in Budapest proposes marriage to the author. 

George’s mother, however, doesn’t want her son to marry a 

foreigner. Hence, the proposal gets denied. “Me, a 

foreigner?”, replies the astonished girl. “I am English! You are 

the foreigner. And so is your mother. If this is true in England, I can’t see why it mustn’t 

be true in Hungary, Borneo and Venezuela as well.” 

This is what happens on the Continent. In the United Kingdom, conversely, foreigners 

maintain the typical condition of invisibility, almost as if their coming from abroad was 

such a source of humiliation, that a real gentleman is expected to politely spare them this 

by just ignoring them. This is the reason of the shower of “Sorries” which, when we bump 

into a row of Brits stubbornly walking the right side of the road, we’re addressed to as: the 

Islanders, thus forced to take notice of our existence, are really sorry, but it’s an ontological 

sorrow (they’re sorry we are not them, they’re sorry for us, sorry because we feel bad that 

we’re not them). Sadly, we can’t all be English, can we? If we were, we would simply 

queue, and nobody would brush up against anyone anymore. 

In England our condition of foreigners, or rather “aliens”, as Mikes puts it, is suddenly 

made clear as soon as we open our mouths. No matter how hard our struggle is, better still 

the harder it is, the more the language we speak is bound to remain an amusing 

approximation of “proper English”, whether it’s because of our pronunciation, syntax, or 

lexis. The only consolation is that we’re in good company: of Americans, Australians, and 

other intrusive Anglophones (in a recent toast to the trans-Atlantic cousins, Her Majesty in 

person showed herself pleased to know that the term “movie” stands for “film”, although 

she acted as if she was not so sure). Similarly, our “triple”, incorrectly pronounced as 

“traɪp(ə)l”, leaves the Kentish lad selling Italian ice-cream utterly shocked: uncertain 

whether or not to feel offended, he will end up lighting his “fag”, while refusing to deliver 

anything, and preparing himself for the next fight. 

The matter is also to understand what we are being told. Asking for repetition is 

absolutely pointless, as is begging the natives to speak slower. Far from being rephrased, 

the second utterance is totally identical to the first: even faster than before, murmured 

once again, provided with both an extra initial “Sorry” and a final “Never mind”. Not to 

mention our dull facial expression which tops off our failed experiment of “small talk”. 



Lastly, aliens are recognisable because of their complaining: about fish & chips trickling 

down their fingers, the freezing rain, the gusts of icy wind… I recall a past summer, when 

I was abducted by sort of a hurricane while on the tower of Leeds Castle (located near 

Canterbury, not Leeds, otherwise it would be too easy), and taught a lesson by a young 

boy, scolded by his mother for saying it looked “a bit too windy”. “Stop making such a 

scene!” hissed the lady, then the boy got blown into space without raising any further 

objection. Even an understatement, in England, may be out of place. 

 

N.B.: psychology teaches us that our strongest passions are all ambivalent: the memories 

that come before are, first and foremost, a declaration of sheer love. 

 


