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I’ve called these talks Only connect—a phrase I’ve borrowed from E. M. Forster’s 

novel Howards End—because I’m going to Look at the great variety of ways we have 

foe getting in touch with each other, and at the assumptions, which lie behind those 

efforts to get in touch, about what our relations to each other should be. My approach 

might seem unusual to some people, so I ought to say how I came to it.  

 

I have been making notes for years about things which have struck me—incidents, 

remarks, gestures. Just before we came to live in France for a period—this was almost 

two years ago now—I looked fairly casually through these notes and saw that they 

were very often about private and individual ways of making contact with others and 

especially about ways which don’t use words, about what social psychologists call 

paralinguistic or non-verbal communication. I didn’t at the time know when or how 

all this would sort itself out, but France has been the catalyst. Living in a foreign 

country you soon learn how much your ways of being in touch depend on belonging 

to a particular society, how much they support both your society’s sense of itself and 

your own efforts to establish working relationships within it. So I will begin by 

talking about being in touch in one’s own society. I shall base what I say in these talks 

mainly on my own experience. I want to speak, as clearly as possible but without 

oversimplifying, to what I have to call ‘intelligent laymen’. There is no better 

available phrase. But outside our own trade we are all, at best, intelligent laymen.  

 

 

Signals  

Most of the signals we pick up, especially when we are in our own societies, we pick 

up without knowing it. We are like people who take part by ear in a very subtle non-

stop symphony. This is true whatever education we have had and whatever our social 

class—and our idioms show it. Whenever you look closely at something very much 

part of common experience, you find ranges of subtle observations on it woven into 

common speech. Since I’ve been thinking around this -subject, many old and 

apparently hackneyed phrases, such as ‘getting out of touch’ and ‘taking for granted’, 

have come up mint-new. They point straight to the fact that so much in our 

communicating depends on the assumption of extraordinarily close relationships. 

Take these, for example: ‘you should have seen the look he gave me,’ ‘I gave her a 

meaning look,’ ‘her looks spoke daggers,’ ‘she didn’t say anything, but I knew what 

she was thinking.’ And here are some which have several dimensions. They imply 

sets of relationships and manners of speaking which are assumed to match them: ‘who 

do you think you’re talking to? ‘, ‘don’t use that tone of voice with me.’  

 

It’s easy to see that tone is more important than the dictionary meanings of the words 

we are using. Properly described, tone is a complicated matter of pitch, stress, timbre 

and the like. But I am using the word as a shorthand way of referring to those qualities 
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in speech or writing which carry our sense of a relationship to someone else. I want to 

get away from any remnant of the idea that tone is a dead carrier of live substance. 

Tone is part of substance: it can make the same words carry wholly opposed 

meanings. If you know your contexts, it’s simple to make ‘Goodbye’ mean ‘and I 

hope I never see you again,’ or ‘and I can’t wait to get back to you,’ or dozens of 

points between.  

 

Sometimes one can communicate effectively through the spaces between words. I 

don’t only mean deliberate silences for effect. I mean pauses, unfinished bits, not used 

deliberately but no less pregnant: as in conversations which never quite touch a 

substantive or a verb and which move like fish gliding past rocks and huge growths in 

those underwater films—from ‘you know’, ‘sort of’, ‘I mean’, ‘like’, ‘kind of’, all the 

way to the end, with gestures orchestrating the words all the way too. And being 

understood. There is a corny old joke about a West Riding working man who had to 

be away from home for a long tune. His wife heard nothing from him. Then one day 

he turned up, took his seat at the side of the fire, sat awhile and finally said: ‘Owt? 

‘‘Nowt,’ his wife replied, and that was the end of that conversation. I suppose it’s 

meant to show the droll taciturnity of Yorkshire people, but it just as well shows that 

in some contexts most communication goes on in the gaps between the words. And 

sometimes silence on the part of one person is assumed as an integral part of the act of 

communicating. The hearer’s place is defined by the speaker’s needs. It would be a 

false step if he said a word: he has to listen, but in a certain way.  

 

Words, tones, pauses, make up very rich registers for speaking to each other. So do 

many other things, especially most aspects of our appearances. They too are ways of 

passing signals to others. And to ourselves: they are means by which we support our 

own inner sense of ourselves, even in what may at first glance seem very public 

situations. This is true both of those parts of our appearance which we can easily 

control—such as dress—and those over which we have less day-by-day conscious 

control—such as habitual gestures, expressions of the eyes, voice, face.  

 

 

Ways of speaking  

I am going to begin with some sketches towards social readings or interpretations of 

manners and styles in England. So these are home thoughts from abroad, especially 

about how many signals one simply takes for granted until one goes away, and about 

the ways we get in touch other than through words: they are about eyes, voices, faces 

as ways of speaking.  

 

Actually, eyes are used less—socially— than many other features. They are used in 

that way, it’s true. There are such things as histrionic ‘piercing looks’ and— this one 

has become a cliché—the cocktail- party quick flicker, when someone’s eyes sweep 

the room on the look-out for more important people while they are supposed to be 

engaged with you. But more often eyes say something about the individual below the 

acquired social manners—from eyes ‘assured of certain certainties’ to vulnerable, hurt 

eyes, or eyes which go away from you more impressively than in the usual cocktail-

party situations. You may not be in a crowd at all, but the eyes facing you switch off 

as though an electric plug has been pulled and they are no longer lighted outwards. 

You know they are a long way off, that the person facing you is at that moment living 

elsewhere, and at a greater depth.  
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Voices are much more easily translated, socially, particularly in Britain. Most of us in 

Britain, perhaps because of their class qualities, seem almost as responsive to voices 

as to smells. One of the more marked English voices is that acquired by a great many 

middle-aged, middle-class women. It is as much the sign of a group as what people 

used to call ‘Billingsgate fishwife’ to indicate one kind of harsh working-class 

woman’s voice. House-hunting in middle-class Birmingham, as we trailed from one 

desirable residence to another, we heard that voice again and again. Both the voice 

and the manner that goes with it are hard. They speak of a middle class defending 

itself and its one-eighth of an acre, as it has for centuries, against all those below: lazy 

workmen, fiddling shop - ‘keepers, insolent public servants. I prefer the fishwives’ 

hardness.  

 

I once met an even more heavily-marked group, when by chance I spent a few nights 

in a hotel with some barristers. They were quite amiable, though they found me at 

least as odd a bird as I found them. They enjoyed calling me ‘Prof’, and the word 

rolled warmly off their tongues, slightly amused, even slightly impressed, slightly 

puzzled. Surely, their cultural stereotypes said to them, he should have a grave and 

weighty presence. On my side, I was struck by the closed world they inhabited, and 

seemed to have inhabited since they were first sent to their prep schools. Their closed 

or in-group speech made me feel out of it, in spite of their friendliness.  

 

Most of them lived in exurbanite areas round London. They had all been to good 

public schools, and could read each other’s signals immediately. They were all living 

within similar invisible but unbroken plastic wrappers, moving easily towards old age 

inside them, within a society about whose other members they were not, and had not 

been inspired by their education to be, curious in an intelligent way. A certain 

anecdotal curiosity they could show, but that is easy. They were an assured group 

within a society about whose other groups, parts, history, they had sketchy but firm 

and most misleading views. Their ideas on ‘the place of Britain in the world today’, 

‘the working classes’, ‘the North’, ‘the student generation’ were travesties— and they 

were confident within them. That part of the system into which they had been born 

had trained them to serve a view of the legal profession and its social relations which 

was not only inadequate but false.  

 

If their legal practices usually worked, in human terms—and they seemed to do so to 

a larger degree than one would have predicted from their off-duty conversation  

—this was because, in spite of the reach- me-down social and psychological ideas 

they had, they could also draw on a tradition of reasonableness and undramatic 

honesty. They were sensibly buttressed in their practice not by abstract principles but 

by the fact that they didn’t expect too much of men. They were not prigs— they knew 

chaps tended to get into scrapes. I remembered then, years before, seeing a judge at 

the Old Bailey finding it hard to follow the argument, by both sides, about Lady 

Chatterley’s Lover. But when, in an interval, he disposed of some of the more usual 

and nasty kinds of case, he showed great wisdom and humanity. Still, in the barristers 

I met, one couldn’t help reflecting, livelier imaginations would have been useful.  

 

Years ago I became interested in faces, especially in the faces of middle-aged men. I 

remember the exact moment. A diesel coach pulled up at a small Lincolnshire village; 

I looked out and there on the almost deserted platform was Winston Churchill, 

dressed as a station-master. Or a station-master pretending to be Winston Churchill? 
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Not quite that either, but a heavy man in advanced middle age who had put up an 

expression like Churchill’s. How strange, and how difficult to interpret confidently. 

He had decisions to make in his job, and no doubt they could be worrying. Did they 

weigh as heavily on him as though he were the prime minister of a country at war? Or 

had he given way to a self-indulgent, rhetorical inflation of his role? Seen close-up for 

any length of time, would the heavily-decisive Churchillian lines have turned out to 

be no more than a rough sketch? How much was the face for the world, and how 

much for himself?  

 

But this begins to seem belittling and I don’t intend that. One is tempted that way 

because the Churchillian face is—or was— so obvious a model for copying: it 

suggests kidding yourself behind easily acquired masks. But other kinds of strength 

can be imprinted on faces, even though we assume that only those kinds of face which 

go with recognisably big jobs have a right to be taken seriously. I met not long ago, at 

a time of great personal crisis, a man with a job which, though responsible, would not 

in the usual ranking be thought important. He had steadiness and a practised ability to 

cope; he had, one saw after a day or two, a marked presence. What one learnt during 

that crisis, and what the usual social images would not necessarily have led one to 

expect, was that the presence was real. He had struck a balance which was effective 

and humane, struck it through facing and trying to resolve, day by day, difficult 

human problems in a setting which to the public eye would seem dull, unimportant, 

provincial in all the limiting senses. The public eye would have been wrong. Men of 

substance, if that phrase is to have any worth-while meaning, are everywhere. It’s a 

pity our range of recognised faces for strength, and for lots of other qualities, is so 

limited.  

 

There are signals, especially for slightly insecure self-importance, at all levels. If you 

spend much time among professors you will be struck by the recurrence of a few 

styles. Most of them are not peacocky: folksy, more likely, as a foil to the suggestion 

of learning worn lightly. I have seen the same professor move in a single two or three-

hour faculty meeting from a pipe- ruminating, shrewd, academic statesman, in his 

expression, his gestures and even his voice, to a Northern no-flies-on-Charlie light-

voiced gamin. Another professor puzzled me by an inverted-comma effect around the 

radiance of his smile towards students. It was open, expansive, warmly assured. And 

yet . . . something was being played that was not easy to hear. Then suddenly it 

clicked. It was the public smile of a handsome man, a man still handsome in middle 

age, who knows he is handsome.  

 

If you stand on New Street Station, Birmingham, waiting for one of the fast morning 

trains to London, you find yourself in a crowd of middle-aged men mostly wearing 

elements of the same well-known uniform —dark suits, homburgs, good brief or 

executive cases, rolled umbrellas, pigskin gloves—and the same style of face: all in 

all, a portliness, an air of substance, importance and seriousness. Solicitors, higher 

executives of building societies, officials of the big works and corporations, 

professors. Then, unexpectedly, you may have—without trying to be funny—a sharp, 

sudden vision of them all in their underwear in their bedrooms that night in Solihull or 

Sutton Coldfield, with their glasses off, talking to their wives, worrying about their 

daughters living in London bed- sitters, carrying on that attempt to make coherent, 

unified sense of our public and private lives which finds its most common expression 

in a continuous conversation, sometimes in their presence, sometimes only in our own 



 5 

heads, with the person who is nearest to us, wife or husband: a process which is like 

the most elaborate, continuous knitting of a fabric which is for ever threatening to fall 

apart, but which we have to keep whole, and do usually manage to keep whole, 

because that is the basis on which our lives have whatever meaning they do have.  

 

Then just as suddenly one comes back to that railway station platform, near the point 

where the first-class carriages stop, on the morning of a full working day. How do we 

get, make, our faces? How to distinguish between what the society offers by way of a 

stock of translatable faces, what the inner personality of each of us forces on our face, 

and what the hazards of experience—illness, accidents, failure, success—engrain 

there? It is the cheerful faces which puzzle most. One’s instinct is to mistrust them, to 

assume they indicate some ingenuousness. But that could be to underrate the luck of 

good health, or be unjust to the fact of courage.  

 

People, we assume, are much the same everywhere: personality will out, and the ups 

and downs of life are much the same everywhere too. But the ways these qualities and 

experiences find to express themselves differ in different societies. In each society 

some kinds of expression are more likely than others. Each society has several ranges 

of typical face, and the distinctions between them become finer and finer as you look 

into them. There is a lean, quizzical face which one finds among clever men on the 

Eastern seaboard of the Uniteti States, the face of an intelligent man in a wide-open, 

mass-persuasive society, who is not to be taken in, who has kept his cool and his 

irony. Such a face is not so likely to be found among his counterparts in Eastern 

Europe: the winds which beat on their faces are different. Their faces are graver, more 

direct, yet more reserved.  

 

Most of all—because I have met them at some crossroads in my own life—I am 

interested in a range of faces which cluster round the idea of a public man in Britain. 

At his most characteristic, this man is in his middle fifties. His appearance is what the 

whisky advertisements, giving it more of a gloss than it really has, call distinguished. 

His face is well-shaven but not scraped; it has a healthy bloom, but not an outdoor 

roughness; it is smooth, but not waxy. What is by now quite a full face is as solid as 

leather club-armchairs, and as decently groomed: it smells as good as the public 

rooms of those clubs. The hair is often marked by the appearance of Cabinet 

Minister’s wings: it is brushed straight back above the ears to plump out at the sides; 

it has a silvery sheen. The teeth are strong, one sees when the lips—as they readily 

do—curl back into a full, firm smile. They suggest someone who is used to talk. ing 

in public and to deciding, to biting firmly into problems. They are wonderfully 

communicative teeth, and remarkable evidence that from all the possible ways of 

using teeth, the ways we smile or grimace, we select only some: we select from the 

code book of tooth-signals in our society.  

 

The coherence of the style is rarely breached. I remember one occasion which, 

because of its oddness, underlined how consistent the style usually is. One such public 

man—one who was apparently such a man —said to me, as we stood around in the 

intervals of a meeting: ‘You see, Hoggart, I believe in the English people.’ Yet that, 

though it might be true, is not say able by an intellectual in England, least of all in that 

particular ambience. He’d got the note wrong there. But then he was a first-generation 

European immigrant intellectual. His son won’t hit a false note like that.  
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Among the most striking figures is the old-young public man, and of these there is a 

strong line, especially in the higher reaches of education. These men are slim, with 

little traces of a paunch even at 55; their faces still show the outlines formed when 

they were head boys at their public schools or good day-schools. There is a French 

public type of about the same age who is in some ways similar, but the differences are 

interesting and, to me, unexpected. The French type is even leaner (though you would 

be less likely to describe him as lean—his elegant whiplash air stops you). He is more 

professional looking than the Englishman. He is likely to have close-cropped hair and 

glasses with thin gold rims. It all fits with being called a haut fonctionntaire. The 

English type is more casual, looser in the limb. Englishmen of this type are obviously 

energetic. They like to be irreverent, and are fond of cutting red tape. It is easy to be 

ironic about them and to say to yourself:  ‘the steadiness of the half-shut eye’. But that 

would be to iron out their interesting contours. These men are not rigid. They get a lot 

done and their limits are not where one would guess: they are deeper. Even their 

occasional blokeishness is not really patronage, unless you get further into that word’s 

meanings than usual.  

 

 

In the Suburbs  

All these are not readings of personality unless you do a second and third translation. 

Given that this is the pattern of available signals, and that their social meanings are 

thus and thus, what does that tell us about what any particular man wants to say to his 

society and to himself: what does it tell us about him at bottom? The justification for 

learning more about social vocabularies is that unless you understand what social 

signals you are responding to, all the time, you will be less likely to see through to the 

different personalities, to break up the groups of men of certain ages and styles, and 

see individuals within. But even that is not the right way of putting it: it is too anxious 

to see ‘real character’ as the inviolate inner kernel of a fruit. In all of us our particular 

environment, our particular time and place, encourage certain sides and discourage 

others; and though it may not be able totally to make character, it has more effect than 

we usually admit. It filters and orders the way we respond to even our most powerful 

emotional experiences, those we would assume brought us face to face, nakedly, with 

our own character.  

 

I have been underlining how complex are the day-to-day readings we all make in a 

society. It follows that, even after years, we communicate relatively thinly in a society 

not our own. Some signals are easy and can be read after a few weeks. The danger 

then is that we over-interpret them, lean on them too much, spread them thin so as to 

make up for the lack of density and resonance in our response.  

 

Not long ago I was lost before a new kind of face. Or rather, I mistrusted my own 

reading of it: it was too easy and dismissive. This was a politician from the United 

States, a man who had been successful in oil or insurance well before he was 40 and 

who now, in his middle forties, had an assured, thrusting, mercantile, tanned, 

smoothly smiling but tough look. To me, the face, the whole manner, was two-

dimensional, unmarked. It was like the face of a lean, well-groomed dog. It said only: 

‘public acquaintance—action’. Not: ‘friendliness—thought—feeling’. Had such a 

man, one wondered, ever felt shabby or insecure? Oddly, it was easier to imagine him 

crying. There was probably within the rhetoric available to him a form of crying that 

could serve. But I was probably wrong, unable to read the signals in a way which got 
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me to the man’s inner character, which made him three-dimensional, capable of grief 

and joy, unpublic. I couldn’t easily imagine him in his underwear: when I did he 

looked like an advertisement in Esquire.  

 

Inside our own society, things may look easier: after all, we have the code-book for 

reading the signals that society provides. We are given an all-purpose, self-defining 

kit. We are given the styles and then the keys to them. But they tend to be convenient 

keys, not always accurate keys. So we have to learn to break through the codes. It is 

easy to see the self-defining process at work in the attitudes of those middle-class 

figures I talked about earlier. But what about the attitudes intellectuals take over? 

They may seem more independent, penetrating and objective: they are often just as 

much the product of a group’s fashions, its ways of selecting and interpreting other 

parts of society.  

 

One of the main results of questioning like this is being led step by step to see how 

many more clichés you have in your own baggage than you had thought. The 

clichés—especially the intellectual clichés —keep coming up and hitting you. They 

don’t have to be finally rejected. Sometimes you find they have, after all, to be kept. 

But by then they have been seen in new lights: you have a new hold on them, so that 

they are no longer clichés. One of the commonest sets of clichés among people who 

would call themselves intellectuals are those which define the nature of suburban life. 

That life can be even more grim than the clichés allow one to feel: it can also be more 

attractive.  

 

It can be small-minded, keeping-itself-to- itself, fearful about status to an extent that 

chills the spirit. It can be claustrophobically turned in upon itself: as at moments 

during a grammar-school speech day when you can look around at all the carefully 

groomed mothers and fathers and feel the heavy weight of socio-academic anxiety 

bearing down on that platform. How can we be so totally engrossed in this particular 

bit of western hemisphere ritualism? How lacking in perspective can one get? You 

recall Auden’s unpleasant line about ‘the clerk going “oompah, oompah” to his minor 

grave’. But Auden also wrote a poem called ‘In Praise of Limestone’ which can be 

seen as a tribute to aspects of suburban life, to the lives of people who are, in Auden’s 

phrase, ‘adjusted to the local needs of valleys’. In some ways, he is saying, people 

who settle for a domestic scale among others who have done the same, who have no 

great urges towards power or asceticism, may be in touch with important and 

neglected parts of our being. Their lives may not be full of striking contours, but they 

can now and again reveal some things about not going places, about one sort of 

harmony.  

 

I once knew well a man and his wife who lived the most conventional of lives in the 

semi-detached suburbs of a Northern city. He was what is called a minor clerk and 

they had one very much loved daughter. All three were small: generations of working-

class city life in the North had brought that about. He had, in his family’s terms, done 

quite well for himself. Yes, and they had a little car too: the lot, according to the 

caricature. They are both dead now, and that particular nest is as empty as though it 

had never existed. But to feel superior to all that, as you walked along there on a 

bright Sunday morning would have been stupid. We all know the stock images: the 

whole area smelling of roast beef, Radio 2 coming out of open windows, the men at 

work in the gardens or washing the cars. Still, there was, above all, a once- born 
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feeling of peace. When all has been said about its limits, one has also to stand back 

and say how much better this was, as a style of life, than many alternatives. It was not 

aggressive, it was out to be neighbourly, and it had all sorts of well-practised ways of 

being so, On those Sunday mornings, people really were living in the present, which 

is what enjoying yourself means: they felt settled, comfortable in their places, not 

looking for the next move. They did not ask many questions about the good, the true 

and the beautiful: nor did they tear one another apart.  

 

We are all subtle interpreters of social signals. But we like to limit the number of 

readings and adjustments we make. This is a pity, since, if we looked more closely, 

we might be surprised by how much we had to reinterpret some of our pictures of 

society. If we looked more closely at suburban life, we would see that it can at times 

achieve a domesticity and neighbourliness which are a kind of quiet triumph.  

 


