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These lectures have been about ‘culture and communication’, though I have avoided 

that phrase as the math title: it sounds too abstract and specialist. They have been 

about our common life and the quality of that life. And there’s another phrase, ‘the 

quality of life’, which embarrasses some and is carelessly used by others, but which 

can’t really be done without. A culture will always produce a picture of the world and 

ask its people to accept and approve that picture and the values which stem from it. So 

to talk about the quality of a society’s life is not, as some people seem to assume, to 

produce a slide-rule of externally verified, desirable values and measure the society 

against them. It is to look and listen, to ask what values are encouraged within a 

society, what discouraged, what the society allows as norms without a risk for the 

individual of rejection or breakdown, how the society’s patterns of values are 

changing. When you are trying- to understand the quality of a society’s life you are 

listening to much more than words, than its manifest assertions. You are trying to 

interpret its attitudes to children, to death, to ambition, to the old, to the individual 

conscience, to foreigners, to the sick, to learning, to leisure, to the arts, to the search 

for truth, to privacy.  

 

It would be pleasant to think that all the talk about communication today reflected and 

respected this diversity and richness, but it rarely does. ‘Communications’ is a 

catchword, a cult word. Obviously, our means of passing information of one sort or 

another from one place to another virtually instantaneously, to hundreds of millions, 

has developed with almost unbelievable speed and effectiveness in the last couple of 

decades. So what then? Are we really more in touch? A great many people, some out 

of overwhelming enthusiasm, some out of naivety, some because they can tell a good 

bandwagon when they see one, assure us that modern communications will soon 

prove such interim doubts groundless. One may be tempted to ask, ‘Where is the 

knowledge we have lost in information?’ but (they assure us) we will soon see 

technological marvels which are just around the corner re-create what they are likely 

to call ‘significant contacts one with another’ —or words to that effect. There are 

always new ways of squaring the circle just around the next technological corner.  

 

Objectively, publicly, politically, the realities are harsh and not to be wished away or 

even eroded by technological advances in themselves. For example, on any 

considered view of their possible contribution to the development of understanding, 

the mass media are misused or misunderstood in most countries of the world. By 

politicians who, once in power, channel the uses of the media to their own ends, or 

would if they were able; by intellectuals who ignore or make easy judgments on them 

and so more surely leave them to the politicians or to commercial pressures. One 

looks over a sad and virtually world-wide panorama of the media in chains: in chains 

to the foolish and narrowing purposes of selling (always foolish and narrowing in 

their effects on the medium); in chains to the narrowing and stifling purposes of the 
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national powers that be and their insistent, fixed picture of what their culture is and 

shall be. We are not at letter C in the alphabet of good uses for the large public media. 

Here, an art really is ‘made tongue- tied by authority’.  

 

Yet modern centralised mass societies are very anxious to ‘get over’, ‘get across’, to 

show that in spite of all the evidence they know and respect the human scale. The 

technological marvels chatter day and night all round the globe; the satellites circle 

the globe night and day; almost instantaneously millions from many nations can 

watch the same grand or amusing or terrible occasion. But to a great many people 

modern societies seem deaf: it seems harder and harder to reach any ‘genuine . . . real. 

. . authentic meeting... encounter . . . confrontation . . . dialogue’. I am using those 

popular words—they have become clichés too—deliberately, because their common 

qualities point plainly to what is felt to be missed: the sense of a meeting between 

human beings. Even the big exercises in communications, designed to alert us all—as 

individuals—to some public danger, to increase our awareness’, too often look like 

substitutes for personally responsible action. Small wonder some people settle for 

unilateral opting-out. I think they are mistaken, but it’s up to me to justify my 

position: in general, the evidence runs their way.  

 

Direct old-style rudeness is less off- putting than those computer-programmed 

relationships which make you into an object, not a person: an object to be looked after 

maybe, but not known. Of course, we can’t know all the people we are likely to meet 

in a lifetime nowadays; conventions for decent distancing are necessary. I do not 

object to those. I object to carefully calculated closings of the distance for the sake of 

a temporary imitation of contact. Still, cursing others won’t get us far. We have to 

start with ourselves, with our own difficulties in saying what we mean, with finding a 

language fluent enough to express our individuality, vulnerability and wish for direct 

and honest contact.  

 

We have to start at home, within our own society. If we can’t get in touch there, 

there’s not much hope further afield. But the balance—between home and away—is 

tricky. Over-immersion in one’s own culture is far more common than 

internationalism without roots. Think of the many thousands of people who give so 

much of their attention to clubs or other organisations which are supposed to express 

some great national tradition—often military or monarchist. Sunday mornings in 

uniform. You meet them all over the world and, though their decorations differ, their 

expressions are alike. Could such national groups talk to each other? It’s doubtful if 

they could swop anything except bits of medal ribbon. To be culture-bound to this 

degree is to be stiff-necked. Most cultures have a good or at least a favourite national 

drink, curious ways of greeting when they drink, peasants with pithy down- to-earth 

sayings, rich stores of wise saws and rugged metaphors, heroes of wars won and lost, 

strange rituals with flags or the like on set days, and all the rest in the galleries of 

national cultural bed-warmers. To think these are grounds on which we are likely to 

appreciate cultures other than our own is to assume that, from the clash of cultural 

generalities or the swapping of old paraphernalia, precise comparative observation 

may come or effective connections be made. To be caught up in this hinders the 

appreciation of other cultures and of your own, and keeps you out of touch with whole 

areas of yourself.  
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There was an interesting contrast on one of the two government committees on which 

I have served, the one about broadcasting. A Welsh witness harangued us on the 

dangers to Welsh culture: something had to be done at once or the culture would be 

irretrievably lost. That there was this acute danger was chiefly the fault of the English 

and especially of the stuff they pumped into Wales via the mass media.  

The answer, we were told, was to let Wales have its own television channel, just as it 

already had a radio channel for extensive broadcasting in Welsh. The English would 

have to find the money. It would be dear, but little enough repayment for all the ills 

the Welsh had suffered at the hands of the English. Then a truly Welsh culture could 

be put down that channel for several hours a day. The new technological world would 

come to the aid of the old. All in all, it was a classical instance of cultural 

chauvinism—in this case, very aggressive— combined with the attempt to use 

modern mass media for predetermined external purposes. Later, in Scotland, a man 

from the Highlands said there was a lot he was bound to regret in the changes going 

on all around, but a lot he couldn’t regret. He described how he tried to make the 

changes carry over with them some of the best in the old style of life, and ended: ‘You 

can’t put a ring fence round a culture.’  

 

No culture has the whole truth or a truth so particular that it will be irreparably 

violated by contact with others. We can connect, we have to connect: not by hands-

across-the-sea junketings or by the solemnities of most attempts at ‘international 

understanding’, but by a fully faced realisation of common qualities, the ribs of the 

universal human grammar. If we are to respond anything like fully to cultures not our 

own it helps to have known, known sensitively and intelligently, our own culture. Our 

own culture will be a prison unless we can surmount it and become in a certain sense 

cultureless, international. Yet internationalism is a shallow grave unless we know 

something about what roots are, and how strongly they affect us all our lives.  

 

 

Room for action  

When I started to prepare these lectures I knew roughly the area I was going to work 

in. I knew to some extent the kind of things I wanted to say. I didn’t know how much 

I would find the argument altering as I went along, or what new things I would 

discover en route. I didn’t know, until I found myself writing with special heat or at 

greater length or repeatedly about some parts of the argument, the shape and pressure 

of my own relations to the themes. I didn’t know, for instance, how often important 

elements in the argument were felt inside me as paradoxes, and I have still not quite 

worked out what that means. I knew I would criticise most established explanations of 

English life: I didn’t know how sharply I would criticise the pictures often held by 

intellectuals, or how often I would stress the richness of possible responses and ways 

of communicating, whatever our class or educational background. I knew I wanted to 

say that the approach of many politicians to mass communications is bossy or 

simplistie: but I have said so more strongly than I expected. I did not realise how far I 

had gone down the line away from overall, unitary, explanatory theories and 

programmes for sudden overall reform, how much I had come round to settling for 

gradual work, punching air-holes till you can get your hand and arm and then your 

body through: gradual gains, not out of timidity but because the alternatives all look 

worse. I had guessed the shock of trying to think about culture and communication 

from outside Britain, from this strange one-foot-in-France-one-in-an-international-

agency position, would be big. I didn’t realise till quite late in the preparation of these 
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lectures how much a couple of groups of very large assumptions lay under all I said, 

or how much I would come to recognise that those assumptions, so much taken for 

granted at home, seem strange in large areas even of what is called the ‘developed’ 

world.  

 

I now realise more sharply how much I have simply taken for granted the primacy of 

the individual conscience, the belief that any wider commitment has to start from and 

satisfy that conviction. So the first group of assumptions can be clustered around a 

statement like this: the individual matters, and matters more than the society. It seems 

so simple to agree to, but when you look over the world you see how few assume it 

or, if they professedly believe it, will honour it—and the deniers and ignorers are 

often in power. Moving out from that core statement, we come upon related ideas: 

that the attempt at honest speech, first to yourself and to your nearest and dearest, 

matters and is the essential basis for honest speech on a wider front; that the 

commitment to truth matters and makes special pleading of all ideologies; that, 

though to reach the truth is difficult and we may never be finally ‘objective’, though 

our responses are always culture-affected and to some extent relativist, we are not in 

an absolute sense culture-bound: we can go a long way—by trying hard—towards 

stripping ourselves of hidden biases. That no single one of us can be quite objective 

does not justify imposing a single ideological position on all the individuals in any 

one society. Individual opinions are not aberrations or self- indulgences: they are the 

only foundation for collective positions which do not deny the fullness of human 

nature. I know that there still exist societies where traditionally the collectivity has 

counted for more than the individual. I am not talking about such societies. I am 

talking about the insistence in some large modern societies on obedience to the state 

as an entity and to its ideology. An ideology is less than a culture, and a state less than 

a community.  

 

It follows that there is what feels like an absolute difference in kind, a difference a 

great many people are given little opportunity to recognise, between a ‘disinterested’ 

statement or analysis or exploration, made by a man free to go to the limits of his own 

strengths, weaknesses and courage, and all those other kinds of trimming which so 

greatly outnumber disinterested work: from low-level prejudiced proselytising to 

plainly doctored history, to middlebrow having-it-both-ways successions of fashions, 

to bland high-level intellectual acrobatics within the ring of a preset philosophy into 

which the shock of any other way of seeing reality is not allowed to penetrate. Then 

one realises that for most people all over the world virtually everything public that Is 

offered, in print or over the air, is interested, meant to tickle their fancies or arouse 

their emotions or hammer at them for the sake of some other purpose—to get their 

money or their votes, to sell to them and go on selling, to keep them in line—not 

because the truth is great and should prevail. If you have been much used to 

‘disinterested’ writing it is almost physically claustrophobic to read this stuff for any 

length of time. Reading the lower-level material is like passing your days in a 

waxworks show: all those set and painted imitations with no sense of depth, whether 

of character or in time. Reading the higher-level stuff, you feel terribly sad at the 

extent to which ‘intellectuals’ and ‘artists’ can be redefined or will redefine 

themselves so as to fit a particular national position.  

 

At this point the sense of loss becomes so strong you are tempted to think the 

relativists are right, that all our talk of free men trying to describe themselves and 
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their experiences as they find them, for their own better insight and that of those who 

may care to listen, is just an attractive delusion. If this is so, and since one wouldn’t 

want to be the other kind of writer or artist, a calculator or servicer, the best course 

may be to have nothing to do with any profession in which we are expected to ‘speak 

to each other’ outside our own circle, but to get a job working with neutral 

materials—cleaning streets or tending forests—and confine our attempts to be in 

touch to our day-by-day, face-to-face, private and chosen and known circles. But that 

rather attractive despair would be premature. The roll-call of those who, even within 

systems which do not recognise their right to do so, have asserted, through art and 

politics and religion, the power and independence and courage of the human spirit 

trying to see life steadily and see it straight is too long, and the achievement itself too 

impressive, to justify backing out now.  

 

This group of assumptions, I said earlier, contains the idea that men wish to reach 

what they insist on calling ‘ the truth’; wish to write not for the sake of ‘our society’ 

or ‘our people’ but because it matters to tell things as they are, to—in a lovely phrase-

’ give things their proper names’; that men wish to reach others on that basis, not as a 

large block but as individuals who also respect the search for truth; that larger 

groupings are justified by the assent all the individuals within them have given to a 

value-the respect for truth—outside them or the larger group; that when a man says, 

‘Whatsoever is beautiful, whatsoever is of good report . .‘ he is talking about 

something he believes he can from time to time recognise and hopes he would 

continue to recognise even under pressure to deny it, something worth his love and 

loyalty, something bound up with his own sense of self-respect. He may feel unable to 

say unequivocally, ‘The truth is great and shall prevail,’ but even if he were publicly 

to deny the truth under stress he hopes that in his heart of hearts he would still know 

that he had denied the truth. So these assumptions contain also the idea that a man 

should be free to try to live up to those ideals as a matter of his own choice, not 

hindered (if not helped) by powers outside; that he is free, it follows, to criticise the 

status quo if his sense of the truth leads him that way; that he has some room for 

action as an individual and as a member of groupings other than those arranged by, or 

smiled upon by, the authorities, room for action which seems to him right.  

 

From there it is a short step to the idea that a healthy society should have within it 

many voices arguing in different ways, including especially voices arguing against the 

prevailing outlook; that a society ought to be able to stand such a strain direct rather 

than prohibit or employ elaborate cancelling-out and corralling devices so as to drain 

criticism and counter-arguments of their force. Societies, like people, have a natural 

skill at reducing and circumventing irritants; they have complicated ways, not all of 

them deliberately decided on by the authorities, of trying to ensure that ‘free’ speech 

is made futile, and sometimes it seems as though they have succeeded. But it is not so. 

In some places now and again—perhaps in most places from time to time-something 

gets through: the law defies the government, to give what seems the just judgment; 

the broadcasters defy the authorities and say what exactly did happen; and the press, 

against its own commercial interests, does the same; some teachers refuse to put out a 

line they know to be biased. Keeping up that pressure on all fronts is one of the best 

and hardest things we can put our hands to.  
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Fellow-Feeling  

I am still teasing at the ramifications of those first assumptions and reach down now 

to an even more basic sense, one which underpins the wish itself to speak straight to 

one another. It is the idea— which I used never to think about but now find 

extraordinary, strange and compelling—of fellow-feeling: fellow-feeling based, not 

on the fact that we all belong to a particular national culture, nor on an abstract 

internationalist commitment, but on (recognition of our common humanity, a 

recognition that we each rent the earth for only a short time, and that sorrows come to 

us all which we must bear as best we can. Then one remembers Keats’s quietly 

astonishing remark, ‘Men, I think, should bear with one another’; or Yeats’s old men 

looking out at the world, ‘gaiety transfiguring all that dread’; or a less-known 

statement but of the same general kind, George Orwell’s about the postcards of 

Donald McGill: the cards you can buy at the seaside, full of middle-aged wives with 

enormous bottoms, and little beery husbands leering at what used to be called 

flappers, and nagging mothers-in-law. After he had looked at the cards for a long time 

Orwell said: ‘When it comes to the pinch, human beings are heroic.’ One will go a 

long way with a man who can look at what seems shabby and unheroic material and 

produce a conclusion like that. Against such phrases I always find myself setting 

another: far from seeing men as brothers, it sees them as things to be manipulated. A 

cold, baleful eye looks through you, calculating the odds, and says: ‘Stone dead hath 

no fellow.’ The sense of fellow-feeling denies all abstracting hierarchies and 

rationalisations: it provides the basis for moving out beyond national cultures to make 

contact wherever someone else is willing and free to listen.  

 

I remember, on first reading Dostoevsky, being impressed by a scene in which a 

father is humiliated before his small son. He is humiliated to the depths of his spirit at 

being so lowered in the eyes of one for whom he had been, naturally, a great man up 

to that moment. It is not a matter of the father’s pride in himself, but of his love and 

concern for the boy. For me the scene marks one of those moments when the sense of 

common feeling bridges centuries and hundreds of miles and great differences 

between societies, a moment when one has a sudden and intense flood of sympathy 

because someone has looked directly and fully at his experience and shared it. I am 

not putting up a theory of intense moments in literature: I am using such moments as a 

way of pointing to one of the essential elements in full communication—the 

recognition of fellow-feeling. ‘We are greatly more poetic than we know,’ said 

Emerson: good literature starts from that belief.  

 

Of my two main assumptions, the second is that we can in fact reach each other. 

These lectures have simply assumed we can, have started from that point as though it 

were an undeniable truth. It is not: it is a very large and, so far as I know, unproven 

assertion. It is possible, and to some people seems inescapable, to decide that in the 

end we do not communicate, and indeed do not really care or seek to communicate; 

that what we call our wish to communicate is only a saving—a face-saving—way of 

describing the wish to ‘hear ourselves speak’, to make others into mirrors of 

ourselves, to make them temporarily enter our private universes, so that we shall not 

feel so lonely, so that those private universes shall seem more valid. So that when we 

claim to have made contact with someone else we are only really saying that the echo-

chamber has worked, that we have heard come back to ourselves the gratifying echoes 

of our own voices. The circle is complete, closed, vicious, not to be escaped from.  
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I have argued that communication starts with trying to speak more honestly to 

yourself, that it can then, if we wish, move out to trying to speak to others, and that it 

sometimes succeeds. But those are acts of faith. I find such phrases as ‘now and for 

ever we are not alone’ and ‘we are members one of another’ moving. Perhaps that’s 

because of the beauty of the language. I want to call them ‘right’ and ‘true’, though, in 

their suggestion that our attempts to come together are not simply the defensive 

groupings of existential galley-slaves, or the huddling together of frightened kittens, 

but something more: a sign that we have a regard for the truth and a wish truthfully to 

discuss the nature of our common lives. For comfort, yes, but not for a cowardly or 

self-flattering comfort: rather, for the comfort of being better able to face through 

understanding the buffetings of experience. I believe all that, even though I cannot 

prove it. Which means I believe also that when we listen we do try to listen fully, are 

not all the time as we listen operating that elaborate selecting-machine which picks 

out for reception only those elements in what is being said that we are willing to take 

at any moment: those which suit our psychic books in one way or another, which 

flatter us or amuse us or at least do not disturb us. That process does go on, much of 

the time. But not always, not all the time.  

 

But of all this too there is no proof, no proof that either side finally communicates 

anything accurately. Our whole world of discourse proves to be full of incredibly 

large assumptions of this kind. We are like water-boatmen: we assume a skin on the 

water of our common experience and then set out across it and hope to meet, because 

to assume otherwise would be to sink without trace.  

 

What I’ve been calling my two main groups of assumptions—that it matters to 

communicate and that one can communicate—are inseparable or, better, they have a 

common source. They come together in yet another unprovable assumption—that 

experience is exchangeable, in what I called ‘representativeness’ in the second of 

these lectures, in the assumption that our personal experiences can have a more than 

personal meaning, can be shared, can be typical, symbolic, significant. My two main 

assumptions are joined in yet another way. If we felt in our heart of hearts that we 

were always doctoring our experiences, our attempts to reach others would all be at 

bottom forms of salesmanship, not attempts to tell things as we think they really are. 

The urge to communicate and the idea that experience is shared both rest on the belief 

that we can, at least sometimes, look at our experiences straight, and that it is 

important to tell people about them because other people count as we feel we count 

ourselves: in other words, this kind of effort at communication rests on a feeling—

what I called a fellow-feeling —towards others which is intrinsically different from 

one which wishes only to use or manipulate them, or from an Ancient Mariner’s 

grabbing them by the lapel so as to ‘get something off his chest’.  

 

I think, then, that an adequate approach to communications has to be founded on these 

main beliefs (they are, as I’ve said, unprovable, but we all believe more than we can 

prove): that the truth to experience against all preconceptions matters; that men matter 

to each other; that our experience pushes us out to find a common ground of feeling 

and of judgment; that our wish to tell and to listen is more than a disguised self-

seeking or self-involvement, and that that shared wish is sometimes gratified.  

 


