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Living abroad makes you think as you’ve not done before about the relations between 

the different parts of any society, about what each part assumes about those relations, 

and how that affects the way the different parts speak to each other. At the start, you 

have a strong feeling of distance from any society. You are so out of touch that you 

feel impalpable. You can’t take much for granted, to an extent that gives that old 

expression yet sharper meaning: you are nearly tone deaf. I have been living in France 

for more than a year and a half and am just beginning to feel able to make rough 

comparisons. Much, even most, in French behaviour I still can’t read.  

 

That must all sound agoraphobic. You don’t feel homesick—that’s not the right word. 

You feel starved and lost: in a large featureless landscape unable to read any of its 

signs, with your cultural suckers wavering anxiously to find something they can 

clamp onto and draw sustenance from. You realise again how closed and known your 

particular sub-culture is, in my case that area where academics and writers and 

intellectual journalists signal to each other all the time, and you realise how domestic 

and small-scale British society can seem.  

 

This sense of the small, known, enclosed quality of most kinds of life in Britain first 

struck us 15 years ago, on a year’s visit to the United States. We carried over the 

usual stock of attitudes to America, and found that they were almost all wrong. They 

were not truths about America; but they showed truths about the British, selecting and 

distorting American evidence to fit their book. For us as for so many Europeans, the 

American scene at first sight seemed to have little depth, perspective, weight of back-

cloth. So many American towns, no matter how long-established or large and 

technological, seemed like clearings, temporary, likely to be discarded by a people 

constantly on the move: even though those people could show a conscious pride in 

their towns which is rare in Britain. The long, low, open-plan houses with lawns open 

to the road, all that sense of horizontality and diffusion, were slightly unnerving. One 

wanted markers—hedges, fences, doors that could be shut. Conversely, things on the 

move—especially the large, garish cars—looked more right than they do in Britain: 

right for the endless straight roads and the bright Technicolor light. That large-boned, 

rangy looseness one met in many of the men made one feel agoraphobic too. I 

remembered a typical figure from the town landscapes of Yorkshire before the war: a 

little man, slightly bow-legged, in a flat cap and a dark boiler-suit, waddling quickly 

up a narrow snicket on his way home after the shift. In such situations your puritanism 

is always coming to the fore, tempting you to sour rejection, to the old sweat’s ‘hold 

fast is your only dog’ bloody-minded dismissal. The first sight of a large supermarket 

produced in me an extraordinary mixture of greed—Britain was still short —scorn 

and fear. There’d be a dreadful reckoning for all this over-abundance, sure enough. 

‘You’ll pay for this!’ You always do have to pay for your excesses. But that was to 

read American signals from a British code-book.  



 2 

 

Or take the so-called American passion for goods, which makes us call them 

consumer-mad and invoke ‘Americanisation’ as a swear-word whenever Europe takes 

another step on the road to the consumer society. Americans do love objects, 

products, new things that work or make things work. But if you live in an American 

community what you chiefly notice, after the shock of seeing so much stuff lying 

around, is precisely that it does lie around, isn’t locked up or treasured in the 

European sense, but is easily lent or given away. We might produce another sour 

British phrase to explain that— ‘easy come, easy go’ —but we would be wrong. The 

American love of goods is a transcendental love, not greedy or amassing. They love 

goods for what they say, romantically, about America, about rich resources and 

energy and the ability to make things work. That—and giving them away—is all part 

of the view they like to have of themselves. Large gestures are in line with the sense 

of possibility, of continuous expectancy—or it did still seem so back in the late 

Fifties. This may appear ingenuous but is not mean or calculating. And even the 

advertisements, much larger and bolder than in Britain, strike you— especially after a 

visit to Eastern Europe— as more than just bearable: as a tribute to the notion that 

there are areas of quixotic, wilful, free play—where you are free to swerve and dive 

and save yourself from being hooked, and he is free to tempt you with multicoloured 

baubles. This, though it shouldn’t be overemphasised against the gross pressure of 

persuasion in commercial democracies, is yet part of the air of these societies. It is 

trivial and it tells lies about the terms of life. But they are lies many of us want to 

hear, and we are at least free, marginally, to make up our own minds whether to listen 

or not. The visual appearance of the society is not imposed from outside in terms of 

someone else’s single, set view of the way things should be.  

 

A remark by an Englishman I quoted in my first lecture—’ I believe in the English 

people ‘—was, I argued, hardly likely to be made by a native English intellectual. But  

I remember a third-generation American, a professor with a fine critical mind, saying, 

when we were talking about the difficulties of intellectual life in America: ‘Still, you 

see, I’m proud of being an American.’ I don’t know whether he would actually say it 

today, though at bottom he might still believe it.  

 

It didn’t sound embarrassing, there on an American sidewalk, but it made one think 

how unlikely it is that an English intellectual would say that. His relation to his 

country is, not necessarily better or worse, but certainly different. Then one associated 

the American remark with the fact that America was willed as a social contract, or has 

told itself that this is what happened. ‘We willed this system: let’s make it work’ lies 

at the back of much American rhetoric, even when It has turned sour. There is a 

remark in Emerson, I think it is, about the importance of the optative mood in 

America, the sense of possibility; and I always remember, if I am tempted to make 

jokes about her as she walks in a group the streets of Paris, Henry James’s touching 

remark about the American girl having a permanent exclamation-mark between her 

eyebrows. That’s expectancy.  

 

Against this, one of the standard English moods is unexpectancy. ‘He never expected 

much’: here, as so often, Thomas Hardy touched a main strand in British attitudes. 

The small land, the unexpansive climate, the whole lived-into social structure, 

especially as it has borne on the great body of working people, all conspire to lower 

the imaginative sights. We are an unexpectant society and our unexpectancy can make 
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us illiberal, the inhabitants of worlds only penetrated, if at all, down narrow, dark, 

brown halls lit by 25-watt bulbs. That unexpectancy can also be a strength, as we 

often tell ourselves. It can give doggedness, a slowness in being overborne by trouble, 

and a refusal to strike histrionics. You expect little, and you expect to soldier on. By 

contrast, much in American friendliness and expectancy seems more self-conscious, 

less in the bone, less resistant to pressure, so that when it breaks down, as it has in 

some big cities now, the nakedness is instantly apparent and appalling.  

 

Still, people aren’t so easily bracketed. A thirtyish wife with two children, destined to 

be on the move every few years because her husband was going up a salesman’s 

ladder, once uttered almost with a wail a remark which captured all the poignancy of 

one kind of mobile America. She couldn’t settle in Rochester, she said, four or five 

hundred miles upstate from their previous home in New York. And then, after a 

pause: ‘Even the disc jockeys are strangers.’ It caught so much about the lack of a 

lived-into community, and about the role of the mass- media-created pseudo-

communities, that it seemed like a title for an essay whose sub- title would be ‘On 

Rootlessness and the Role of the Mass Media’. But you didn’t feel superior for long. 

She put out her roots very quickly indeed. I say ‘out’ rather than ‘down’ because she 

had no time to strike vertically, like a plant. But she had learned ways of running out 

roots horizontally to pick up friends and neighbours: tough and twiny roots, not 

brittle. It would have been wrong to use a word like ‘shallow’. Once she had begun to 

be physically settled and found time to turn round, she made a home—under the 

pressures of newness and of her husband’s nervousness with the strain of his new 

job—which drew on her Italian ancestry far more than on persuasion by disc-jockeys 

or advertisements.  

 

 

University Expansion  

Of the countries I know, however, it is from France that one gets the sharpest sense of 

the nature of one’s own society. Again the clichés break and have to be thrown away 

or remade, Take the different attitudes towards the intellectual life in France and 

Britain—the different assumptions about the place of intellectuals. France, I was 

taught, is an intellectual society, a society in which the intellect is respected and 

intellectual life flourishes. The sense of a public role which a French intellectual can 

still have, not just as a cher maitre with his circle but as an actor out in the streets 

defying the forces de l’ordre by a flagrant, well-publicised and perhaps violent breach 

of the law, together with students and workers from the car factories, because the 

pressures of authority are felt to be onerous—all this differs sharply from Britain. 

French intellectuals believe that the intellectual life is meshed in with the public life, 

that the life of the mind, and especially of social analysis, matters publicly, and that 

therefore they have as intellectuals, as a distinct social group, a valid public field of 

action. In comparison, English intellectual life seems to lack conviction that it is 

seriously connected to public issues.  

 

In what ways, though, can French intellectuals be said to be in touch with their 

society? What are their relationships with its various parts, other than with the 

intellectuals’ group or the intellectual tradition? What relations do they have, other 

than a fighting relationship with power and authority, a contempt for the bourgeois, 

and a political or intermittently romantic relation with the working class?  
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I happen to have been connected with a similar issue in both Britain and France. This 

was the problem posed in the last two decades by the pressure from massive new 

numbers for entry to higher education. In France, the universities had swollen 

enormously but provision had not kept pace. Nor, good exceptions readily admitted, 

had much changed in staff attitudes. It had been clear to some people for some time 

that something would have to give, probably violently.  

 

It gave in May 1968. The French had another revolution and afterwards, as is the 

practice, there had to be a major reform. So the Loi d’Orientation, the new deal in 

higher education, appeared. It is in many respects a brilliant, imaginative and 

attractive law. It wasn’t thought up overnight: it could draw on a lot of thinking from 

well before the events of May. Still, it was made law almost overnight. It was a tour 

de force by the new Minister, Edgar Faure, who drafted it and put it through with a 

speed which would have turned British Parliamentary draftsmen grey.  

 

It can still, more than three years later, hardly be said to be fully working. Some 

people—not to be shaken by mobs in the streets or what they regard as a flashy law 

—have from the start been out to circumvent it in any ways they can; and their efforts 

have been made easier because its provisions can be interpreted so as to fit its letter 

but not its spirit. Some students mistrust it and are out to wreck it. Others— students 

and staff—are putting enormous efforts into trying to make the new law work in the 

right ways.  

 

It seems to me that speed and intellectual elegance were bought at the cost of 

sufficiently acknowledging the braking force of some elements in French culture. Not 

only the slowness we can all show in appreciating the difference between a good 

democratic assertion and the enormous cost in public money of honouring it; not only 

the French academics’ quite special inventiveness at digging-in against pressures to 

change their habits; but in particular some thick tentacular roots running through 

French society and especially through the bourgeoisie, roots which in this case bind 

people to such ideas as that of open access to the universities if you have the 

Baccalauréat, or that of a degree centrally validated for the whole of France. The Loi 

d’Orientcztion, for all its brilliance, ran against the grain of some powerful attitudes 

towards education and its relation to social class and family in French life. It was not 

mediated in ways and by stages to make it square with those attitudes. It was as 

though one part of society wasn’t listening to the other, and assumed that what it had 

created with such intellectual verve was so self-justifying that the very creating and 

willing should bring it to pass.  

 

The contrast with the British way of going on is remarkable, and not necessarily to the 

credit of the British—I’m not setting up that sort of picture. Faced with a similar 

movement, Britain, like a mole in the earth, went through a long process of adapting 

and adjusting, and finally produced a reasonably humane but quite unradical set of 

accommodations. It was a sort of slow surge over the years, for anyone in the thick of 

it, like-the animal images seem unavoidable—being on the back of a cow as it slowly 

turned over. There were endless discussions for and against expansion in the press, in 

journals, on radio and TV; there were government committees and commissions of 

varying sizes and effectiveness; there were speeches and debates in both Houses (not 

very intellectual, but concerned to get something done), and at a great variety of 

annual conferences; there were small groups privately at work. There was a mixed 
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group of front-runners—two or three educational sociologists, a few headmasters, one 

or two vice-chancellors. They kept the debate moving and linked to practice in all 

kinds of ways known to such people, who run a shuttle service between Whitehall, the 

universities, the press, the BBC, the main voluntary bodies. The whole operation was 

brought about by several different kinds of people. Yet there were relatively few of 

them as compared with the numbers actually affected by the changes.  

 

It would be pleasant to say that discussion in all the Senior Common Rooms of the 

country probed deeply into the relationship between maintaining the best in university 

provision and accommodating many more students—that it looked closely, for 

instance, at the implications for methods of teaching. Readjustments were made and, 

for a number of mixed reasons, expansion was accepted. But common room 

discussion was often of a nagging, backs- to-the-wall kind. Few felt that what they 

said would have much effect on what was decided. Most drifted into expansion.  

 

 

The British Cow  

In short, here was a classic cameo of how opinion gets formed and changed in Great 

Britain: this is the nearest the British usually get to what one might call a continuous 

public debate. As a result, more money was increasingly made available for 

expansion, by governments of both parties: not as much as some of us hoped, but far 

more than would have seemed likely a decade or so before: not enough to provide 

places in universities, properly so called, to meet all the demand, but other parts of 

higher education expanded too. The expansion in the universities themselves was 

achieved in ways which did not—though this is a judgment not everyone shares— 

spoil their essential character. It did not result in enormous and anonymous classes. 

The proportion of staff to students was kept high—it is very high indeed by most 

international comparisons—to maintain that weekly small-group teaching which 

British universities rightly think important.  

 

The British manner of going about things showed a society which, though not 

particularly intellectual, had a sense of itself as a sort of whole and had lines of 

communication open between several different groups: politicians, civil servants, 

academics, intellectuals, intelligent laymen, journalists. So the decisions which were 

eventually made at each stage were not so out of line or so far ahead as to invite 

rejection, ignoring, bypassing. They ran, in their reasonable accommodations as much 

as in their limitations and cautiousness’s, along the grain of society. They had been 

arrived at by an almost biological-seeming process of change over several years, itself 

an indication of similar changes in attitude in many people in different parts of the 

society. One could not say the changes were inspired, led or dominated by the centre, 

whatever that is. When they came, the changes were not dramatic, and they 

compromised. They were not based on a radical look at social and educational 

relationships. There was a general, unstated agreement not to go too far; there was 

much submerged paternalism (concerned to make the best available, as far as ‘seemed 

reasonable’, to the healthy adolescents who were the first post-war generation); and 

there was some hidden snobbery—the universities attracted attention more warmly 

and easily than the secondary modern schools or other parts of higher education. But 

on the whole the new approach was decent and well-meaning, not predominantly 

meritocratic or out to make cheap simulacra of Oxbridge. It eventually carried most 
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people with it. The stresses of change were never so great or the resistances to change 

so rigid as to cause a breakdown.  

 

I said earlier that to be part of this change was like being on the back of a cow as it 

slowly turned over. It has finished turning over for the time being. By now the British 

seem to feel—’ feel’ is a better word than ‘think’ to describe these turning-points—

that they have absorbed about as much as they can for a while of the movement 

towards democratisation in higher education; and the universities have virtually 

stopped growing. Some people within the universities can now ease themselves back 

into their chairs and try to carry on as if nothing had happened, nothing that 

challenged their views on higher education. All of which is sad because, since the 

fundamental issues were not faced (and they go far wider than the question of 

university expansion alone), the main problems are still with us.  

 

In France the debate about higher education and its relation to French culture as a 

whole goes on energetically and has learned a great deal from ‘68. It is less enclosed, 

readier to listen to, and try to learn from, other countries’ experiences, even to 

recognise that the British way of going about things can have something useful to 

show about established habits and their relation to change. After all, the proportion of 

working-class children In British universities is far higher than in French universities: 

pragmatism has worked better in that respect, over the years.  

 

What I’ve been saying so far is connected with yet another commonly held view 

about French society: that it is deeply divided. I suspected the idea at the start, having 

heard it played with too often. Now I think it’s true, because I can only make sense of 

French contrasts in manner—even within the same people in different settings—by 

positing the idea of opposed worlds.  

 

On the one hand are those outside, who are not us, who may be against us and whom 

we are at least cautious towards: the Government, the authorities, the powers-that-be, 

the Protestants, the Catholics, the Parisians, the provincials, the intellectuals, the 

bourgeoisie, the workers. There is an ‘us’ and ‘them’ feeling in Britain, but of a less 

marked kind. In France you don’t expect to feel particularly tolerant to people outside 

your known circles. Nor do you expect, at any rate in Paris, particularly gentle public 

relationships. I suppose this may be related somewhere to the acceptance of violence 

as part of the process of political life. There’s a quickness to anger, and a level of 

contemptuous bloody-mindedness-—especially in some public functionaries—that is 

thinner-skinned than the bloody-mindedness one so easily finds in Britain. Britain has 

a highly-developed tradition of low, resentful public rudeness, especially in minor 

public servants. But I have not seen in London people pushed or butted off the 

pavement, by middle-aged, middle-class-seeming men or women, because they were 

in the way.  

 

French driving illustrates some of these characteristics with an exactness which makes 

you suspicious, but which stands up on a closer look. It is a matter of high speeds and 

small margins; it is, by any reasonable safety standards, violent, self- regarding and 

dangerous. it is also accomplished and precise: it has a panache and sparkle which 

makes British driving seem sedate, dull, but, of course, far safer. Which is why so 

many Parisian cars carry their scars on them, unrepaired, like tomcats given to 

brawling. I’ve said already, about this quality in French life, that once you learn to 
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cope with it, it can have a tonic effect. What it is saying about the public relationships 

assumed is certainly not said evasively or larded over. It is not saying we are members 

one of another. There is a sense in which Frenchmen are deeply committed to the idea 

of France, the uniqueness of being French; and this might seem to bring them all 

together. In that way, at that level, it undoubtedly does. Yet one can love la France but 

not other Frenchmen. The French love the family, but you are not so likely to describe 

France herself as a family in the way writers still sometimes apply the word to Britain.  

 

‘Us’ and ‘them’. In France, ‘us’ means, above all, the family. The sense of the family 

is reinforced by and reinforces the sense of others outside who are not family. The 

family is a close unit which demonstrates enormous powers of self- defence. Once 

you are in the family, even as a temporary member, the atmosphere changes. Now 

you are one of us: far from being cold towards you, we will help you generously, as a 

matter of course, and stand with you against others, those outside. Associate 

membership can be extended to almost anyone you have got to know as a person, 

because you meet them regularly in some helpful context and, most important, 

because some human act has passed between you—a joke, a small kindness. The 

suddenness with which the guard drops, and the friendliness with which you are then 

received, throws into even greater relief the wariness assumed in public relationships. 

Once you have been accepted in this way you feel a warmth not at all as well 

provided for in the range of common attitudes for acquaintanceship in Britain.  

 

For all that, French society is still markedly divided by classes; or, to put it more 

narrowly, in Paris one has a sense one simply doesn’t any longer have in London of 

the still dominant presence of the bourgeoisie (of the massive presence of the Paris 

workers too, when they break out—. but, after all, they are then breaking out precisely 

against a felt habitual dominance). So many of the huge bourgeois apartment 

buildings are still fully in action, still occupied by and run for ‘them’. You may look 

out over the city and see the mansarded roofs of those eight and nine storey blocks, 

and know that a great many of the attic rooms—the chambres de bonne —are still 

occupied by servants. Not nowadays by French country girls, but by Spaniards, 

Portuguese and other immigrants, often living a village life up there, husbands and 

kids and all, in several generations. The French Revolution was a bourgeois 

revolution; it has had no effective successor.  

 

A sense of the importance of hierarchy and of the deference due at the top is still 

strong. The hierarchical tones of voice persist: they tend to be high-pitched and 

urgent. The sense of a class-based power and hierarchy includes also a range of 

attitudes to the arts and the mind other than those of the dissident French intellectuals 

I described earlier. This is the sanctified high-bourgeois culture: that culture which the 

‘non-public’ ignores—to use a revealing phrase invented by a Frenchman to describe 

those who don’t or can’t or won’t make use of the usual high cultural provision in the 

arts—does have a respect for the arts and the mind. But it looks increasingly out-of-

touch now because it expresses itself so much in fixed social terms, styles, tones.  

 

If you watch French television through peak time on Sunday evening, on the one 

colour channel, you are likely to be struck by the -high-bourgeois assumptions behind 

much of the programme planning. The stress on the high arts, on Quai d’Orsay or 

Grande Ecole assumptions about what is important, is remarkable. A discussion 

programme follows an arts programme and is followed by a long interview with a 
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famous man. They are many of them fine programmes for well-educated and 

cultivated people. It’s the missed chances one regrets, the rareness with which 

programmes seem to have been regarded as opportunities to develop a new medium 

so as to reach new audiences for new kinds of good things—not for the transmission 

of received good things, formed in other media, by restricted groups, at other times.  

 

I am not at all arguing for a populist low-browism and saying television should simply 

go for mass audiences at peak times. I am saying that television poses strongly the 

question of a society’s sense of itself and of the nature of the possible audiences 

outside. Television should be experimental, but not in a purely aesthetic or technical 

way. It should be constantly testing its own potentialities. They are best found from 

the interaction between the technical possibilities of the medium and the texture of the 

society: that society will always be in a state of change and always more varied than 

most of us care to realise.  

 

 


