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A Song of Patriotic Prejudice

a presentation by Jeanette

Structure and summary – form and content

Donald Swann and Michael Flander’s ‘A Song of Patriotic Prejudice’ from 1964 consists of 7 stanzas, intercepted by a 2 line ‘chorus’ in the beginning and after the 3rd, the 5th and the 6th stanzas. The chorus lines are not identical throughout the song, but they are similar in the way they rhyme and praise ‘the English’: with the superlatives
 best, noble, nice, moral, good and misunderstood the English people are promoted at the expense of ‘the rest’, i.e. all other nationalities.


The 7 stanzas each consists of 4 lines rhyming aabb. They describe ‘the rest’, first England’s nearby neighbours – the Irish, the Welsh and the Scottish – then nationalities across the Channel and, finally, all foreign nationalities. These are described in highly negative terms, e.g. collectively the Irish, Welsh and Scots are said to be unfriendly powers and stinkers
. Separately, 

- the Scottish are mean, bony, blotchy and covered with hair, eat salted porridge, work all day and have no Bishops, i.e. no proper religion, to show them the way.

- the Irish are beneath contempt, sleep in their boots, lie, blow up policemen according to rumours and blame it all on Cromwell
 and William III
.

- the Welsh are dishonest, cheat when they can, little, dark, more like monkeys than men, work underground with lamps in their hats and sing far too loud, often and flat.

What concerns other nationalities nothing much can be said, e.g. ‘The Germans are Germans’, i.e. it is thought to speak for itself. They are impolite at sports, arguing with the referees, cheering when they win and practising beforehand. All this is not because they are wicked nor bad, but because they are angry at not being English, i.e. their negative qualities are fuelled by envy. The song is concluded with more national praise, topped off with self-praise, the two authors claiming they are the flower of the English, i.e. the best of the best.      


It is a text permeated with irony
, especially by the use of extremes, often bordering the incredible. Through exaggeration the authors ridicule the kind of prejudice that is based on exaggeration and lack of knowledge. The repetition of ‘the English’ together with the pounding rhythm in general turns it into a kind of national battle song, reminiscent of the team songs performed at various sport events.  

Themes

The song deals with 


- the nature of prejudice (ignorance and generalisation).

- the English national identity at a time when the days of the British Empire are numbered and a lot of its former subjects emigrated to the old mother country.

Links

Prejudice: ‘White Man’s Burden’, ‘Stunning the Punters’, ‘My Son the Fanatic’, ‘I Want to Make Changes’ and ‘Racism and Ethnic Stratification’.

National identity: ‘9/11 Lesson Plan’.

Immigrants in Britain: ‘Britain’s Ethnic Minorities’.

� Admiring, sometimes exaggerated, expressions, especially of praise.


� Offensive or contemptible people.


� Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658) was Lord Protector of England and considered responsible for savage massacres on the Irish people when these rebelled against Charles II.  


� (1650-1702) was King of England, Scotland and Ireland as well as Stadtholder of Holland and hated by both the Irish and the Scottish, to the latter especially due to his association with the massacre of Glencoe.   


� The use of words to express something other than and especially the opposite of the literal meaning.
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