
[image: Cover image for Title ]


[image: brand]


RICHARD SENNETT

Together

The Rituals, Pleasures and Politics of Cooperation

[image: image]
ALLEN LANE
an imprint of
PENGUIN BOOKS


Contents

Preface

Introduction

 The Cooperative Frame of Mind

PART ONE
Cooperation Shaped

1 ‘The Social Question’

    Reformers in Paris Explore a Puzzle

2 The Fragile Balance

    Competition and Cooperation in Nature and Culture

3 The ‘Great Unsettling’

    How the Reformation Transformed Cooperation

PART TWO
Cooperation Weakened

4 Inequality

    Imposed and Absorbed in Childhood

5 The Social Triangle

    How Social Relations Become Embittered at Work

6 The Uncooperative Self

    The Psychology of Withdrawal

PART THREE
Cooperation Strengthened

7 The Workshop

    Making and Repairing

8 Everyday Diplomacy

    Reformation Conversations Put to Practical Use

9 The Community

    Practising Commitment

      Coda

      Montaigne’s Cat

Notes


for
Stuart Proffitt
and
Elisabeth Ruge


Preface
A few years ago I decided to write a trio of books about the skills people need to sustain everyday life. I’ve spun out theories my own entire life, but have tired of theorizing as a self-contained pursuit. And I’ve the sense, as the world clogs up with physical stuff, that we don’t know how to use material objects and machines well. So I wanted to think harder about ordinary things – not a new pursuit, since many philosophers have explored the skills of everyday experience, but a subject new to me in old age.

I began with a study of craftsmanship, the quest to make physical things well. The Craftsman tried to show how the head and hand are connected, and more, the techniques which enable people to improve, whether they are engaged in a manual or mental activity. Doing something well for its own sake, I argued, is a capacity most human beings possess, but this skill is not honoured in modern society as it should be. The craftsman in all of us needs to be freed.

While writing this study I was struck again and again by a particular social asset in doing practical work: cooperation. Cooperation oils the machinery of getting things done, and sharing with others can make up for what we may individually lack. Cooperation is embedded in our genes, but cannot remain stuck in routine behaviour; it needs to be developed and deepened. This is particularly true when we are dealing with people unlike ourselves; with them, cooperation becomes a demanding effort.

My focus in Together is on responsiveness to others, such as listening skills in conversation, and on the practical application of responsiveness at work or in the community. There’s certainly an ethical aspect to listening well and working sympathetically with others; still, thinking about cooperation just as an ethical positive cramps our understanding. Just as the good craftsman-scientist may devote his energies to making the best atom bomb possible, so people can collaborate effectively in a robbery. Moreover, though we may cooperate because our own resources are not self-sustaining, in many social relations we do not know exactly what we need from others – or what they ought to want from us.

I’ve thus sought to explore cooperation as a craft. It requires of people the skill of understanding and responding to one another in order to act together, but this is a thorny process, full of difficulty and ambiguity and often leading to destructive consequences.

The last lap of my project lies before me, a book on making cities. They aren’t made very well today; urban design is a craft in peril. Physically, too much urban design is homogeneous and rigid in form; socially, modern built forms frequently take only a faint imprint of personal and shared experience. These are unfortunately familiar complaints. I’ll try to draw on the work in previous volumes to address them; my hope is that understanding material craftsmanship and social cooperation can generate new ideas about how cities might become better made.

I’ve baptized these three books the ‘homo faber project’, drawing on the ancient idea of Man as his or her own maker – a maker of life through concrete practices. My quest is to relate how people shape personal effort, social relations and the physical environment. I emphasize skill and competency because in my view modern society is de-skilling people in the conduct of everyday life. We have many more machines than our ancestors but less idea of how to use them well; we have greater conduits between people thanks to modern forms of communication, but less understanding of how to communicate well. Practical skill is a tool rather than a salvation, but, lacking it, issues of Meaning and Value remain abstractions.

The homo faber project does have an ethical centre, focused on just how much we can become our own masters. In social and personal life we all come up against the limits on desire and will, or the experience of other people’s needs which cannot be reconciled with our own. This experience ought to teach modesty, and so promote an ethical life in which we recognize and honour what lies beyond us. Still, no one could survive as a passive creature without will; we have at least to attempt to make the way we live. As a philosopher, I’m interested throughout these studies in that fraught, ambiguous zone of experience where skill and competence encounter resistance and intractable difference.

Though my three volumes are meant to add up to a whole, each is written to stand on its own. They are written for the intelligent general reader who quite properly asks: why does it matter? Why is it interesting? I’ve tried to eliminate academic bickering – a blood sport which is never of much value to the general reader – from the pages of these books, or have consigned scholarly quarrels to the notes.

Lists of acknowledgement are becoming like telephone directories. On my shortlist of thanks is, first and foremost, my spouse Saskia Sassen. She has pushed me to be not too literary; I’ve tested particular case studies on her to see when she becomes bored. I want to thank my editor in Britain, Stuart Proffitt, and, in Germany, Elisabeth Ruge, both of whom have pushed me to be more literary. They are editors who edit, a lost craft. I owe a practical debt to my assistants Hillary Angelo and Dom Bagnato, both fiends for making things work. So, too, is Elizabeth Stratford, who copy-edited this book. I owe intellectual debts to two long-standing friends, Craig Calhoun and Bruno Latour, the first a passionate corrector of mental error, the second a laid-back suggester of it. Finally I want to thank a new friend, Archbishop Rowan Williams, whose writings span theology, philosophy and art. His religion is not mine, but his understanding of what books are for has inspired me.
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Frances Johnston, ‘Making a Staircase’, Hampton Institute, n.d., glass-plate.


Introduction

The Cooperative Frame of Mind

On a school playground in London, a chum of my grandson once blasted out a song by Lily Allen on the school’s public-address system: ‘Fuck you, fuck you, very much, cos we hate what you do and we hate your whole crew!’ while a six-year-old girl ground her hips along with the music. The school authorities were appalled by this caper; it was ‘unauthorized use’. I admit that the rebellious child in me admired the kids’ seizure of the public-address system. Still, I too was appalled. The youngsters had no idea the singer meant to mock her own words; ‘fuck you, fuck you’ seemed to them a straightforward declaration of us-against-you.1 It’s a dangerous sentiment in the part of inner London where the school is located: the mixture of different religions, races and classes in this part of the city makes us-against-them a recipe for conflict, and indeed this part of London has regularly flared violent.
In America, whenever I’m in a masochistic mood, I listen to right-wing talk radio, which sings ‘fuck you, fuck you’ to Nazi-feminists, liberals, secular humanists and married homosexuals, as well as, of course, to socialists. Today the United States has become an intensely tribal society, people adverse to getting along with those who differ, but Europeans certainly can’t feel smug about this: tribalism, in the form of nationalism, destroyed Europe during the first half of the twentieth century; a half-century later the Netherlands, once so inclusive, now has its version of American talk radio, where the mere mention of the word ‘Muslim’ triggers a Wagnerian onslaught of complaints.
Tribalism couples solidarity with others like yourself to aggression against those who differ. This is a natural impulse, since most social animals are tribal; they hunt together in packs, they lay out territories to defend; the tribe is necessary for their survival. In human societies, however, tribalism can prove counter-productive. Complex societies like our own depend on workers flowing across borders; contain different ethnicities, races and religions; generate diverging ways of sexual and family life. To force all this complexity into a single cultural mould would be politically repressive and tell a lie about ourselves. The ‘self’ is a composite of sentiments, affiliations and behaviours which seldom fit neatly together; any call for tribal unity will reduce this personal complexity.
Aristotle was perhaps the first Western philosopher to worry about repressive unity. He thought of the city as a synoikismos, a coming together of people from diverse family tribes – each oikos having its own history, allegiances, property, family gods. For the sake of trade and mutual support during war, ‘a city is composed of different kinds of men; similar people cannot bring a city into existence’;2 the city thus obliges people to think about and deal with others who have different loyalties. Obviously mutual aggression cannot hold a city together, but Aristotle made this precept more subtle. Tribalism, he said, involves thinking you know what other people are like without knowing them; lacking direct experience of others, you fall back on fearful fantasies. Brought up to date, this is the idea of the stereotype.
Will first-hand experience weaken stereotypes? That was the belief of the sociologist Samuel Stouffer, who observed during the Second World War that white soldiers who fought alongside blacks were less racially prejudiced than white soldiers who had not.3 The political scientist Robert Putnam has stood Stouffer, and Aristotle, on their heads. Putnam has found that first-hand experience of diversity in fact leads people to withdraw from these neighbours; conversely, people who live in homogeneous local communities appear more sociably inclined towards and curious about others in the larger world.4 The giant study on which he bases these propositions profiles attitudes more than actual behaviour. In everyday life, people may simply have to put such attitudes aside; we are constantly obliged to deal with people we fear, dislike or simply don’t understand. Putnam’s idea is that, confronted with these challenges, people are initially inclined to withdraw, or, as he puts it, to ‘hibernate’.
Worried about the state of the world in the safe recesses of my academic office, and also, I should say, worried about the effect of ‘fuck you, fuck you’ on my grandson, I’ve wondered what could be done about tribalism. The problems of living with difference being so large, there can be no single or total solution. One of the peculiar effects of old age, though, is that we become unhappy with the observation ‘what a pity …’; resignation doesn’t seem much of a legacy.
Cooperation can be defined, drily, as an exchange in which the participants benefit from the encounter. This behaviour is instantly recognizable in chimpanzees grooming one other, children building a sandcastle, or men and women laying sandbags against an impending flood. Instantly recognizable, because mutual support is built into the genes of all social animals; they cooperate to accomplish what they can’t do alone.
Cooperative exchanges come in many forms. Cooperation can combine with competition, as when children cooperate in establishing the ground rules for a game in which they then compete against one another; in adult life this same combination of cooperation and competition appears in economic markets, in electoral politics and in diplomatic negotiations. Cooperation becomes a self-standing value in rituals both sacred and secular: observing the Eucharist or a Seder together brings theology to life; rituals of civility, as small as ‘please’ and ‘thank you’, put abstract notions of mutual respect into practice. Cooperation can be informal as well as formal; people who hang out at a street corner or drink together in a bar exchange gossip and keep talk flowing without self-consciously thinking, ‘I am cooperating.’ The act of doing so is wrapped in the experience of mutual pleasure.
As human tribalism makes clear, cooperative exchange can produce results destructive to others; bankers practise such cooperation in the form of insider trading and buddy-deals. Theirs is legal robbery, but criminal gangs operate on the same social principle. Both bankers and bank-robbers engage in collusion, which is the dark angel of cooperation. Collusion was famously evoked in the eighteenth century in Bernard Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees, the witty Dr Mandeville believing that some public good can come from shared vice, but only if people do not ‘suffer’ from religious, political or indeed any convictions.5
In this book, without invoking such cynicism, I want to focus on a small corner of what might be done about destructive cooperation of the us-against-you sort, or about cooperation degraded into collusion. The good alternative is a demanding and difficult kind of cooperation; it tries to join people who have separate or conflicting interests, who do not feel good about each other, who are unequal, or who simply do not understand one another. The challenge is to respond to others on their own terms. This is the challenge of all conflict management.
The philosopher-politician Michael Ignatieff believes that such responsiveness is an ethical disposition, a state-of-mind inside us as individuals; my view is that it emerges from practical activity.6 One result of managing conflict well, as in a war or a political struggle, is that such cooperation sustains social groups across the misfortunes and upheavals of time. Practising cooperation of this sort can, moreover, help individuals and groups grasp the consequences of their own actions. In the spirit of generosity, let’s not write off the banker as a human being: to find an ethical yardstick for his own behaviour, he would need to reckon the effects of his actions on people quite unlike himself, on small businesses, mortgage-defaulters, or otherwise struggling customers. Which is to say more largely that what we can gain from demanding sorts of cooperation is insight into ourselves.
The most important fact about hard cooperation is that it requires skill. Aristotle defined skill as techné, the technique of making something happen, doing it well; the Islamic philosopher Ibn Khaldūn believed that skill was the special province of craftsmen. Perhaps you, like me, dislike the phrase ‘social skills’, which suggests people good at cocktail party talk or adept at selling you things you don’t need. Still, there are social skills of a more serious sort. These run the gamut of listening well, behaving tactfully, finding points of agreement and managing disagreement, or avoiding frustration in a difficult discussion. All these activities have a technical name: they are called ‘dialogic skills’. Before explaining that label, we should ask why skilled cooperation of these sorts appears to belong more to the ideal realm of what ought to happen than to the practical realm of everyday behaviour.

DE-SKILLING

Criticisms of tribalism often contain an undertow of blame, as though the tribalist has failed to live up to the critic’s own cosmopolitan standards. Moreover, it’s easy to imagine that the hard work of cooperating with those who differ has always been rare. Yet modern society has weakened cooperation in distinctive ways. The most direct of these weaknesses concerns inequality.

As measured by a widely used statistical tool, the Gini co-efficient, inequality has increased dramatically in the last generation, within both developing and developed societies. In China, development has caused the Gini co-efficient to soar, as the fortunes of urbanites improve far more than those of villagers. In America, declining fortunes have increased internal inequality; loss of high-skilled manufacturing jobs has diminished wealth in the mass, while the wealth of the top 1 per cent, and within that small slice, the wealth of the top 0.1 per cent, has shot up astronomically. Economic inequalities translate in everyday experience as social distance; the elite becomes remote from the mass, the expectations and struggles of a truck-driver and a banker sharing little common ground. Distances of this sort quite rightly make ordinary people angry; us-against-them thinking and behaviour is a rational result.

Changes in modern labour have in another way weakened both the desire and the capacity to cooperate with those who differ. In principle, every modern organization is in favour of cooperation; in practice, the structure of modern organizations inhibits it – a fact recognized in managerial discussions of the ‘silo effect’, the isolation of individuals and departments in different units, people and groups who share little and who indeed hoard information valuable to others. Changes in the time people spend working together increase this isolation.

Modern labour is increasingly short-term in character, as short-term or temporary part-time jobs replace long-term careers within a single institution. By one estimate, a young person entering the workforce in 2000 will change employers twelve to fifteen times in the course of his or her working life.7 Within organizations, social relations are also short-term, managerial practice recommending that teams of workers be kept together no more than nine to twelve months so that employees do not become ‘ingrown’, that is, personally attached to each other. Superficial social relations are one product of short-term time; when people do not stay long in an institution, both their knowledge of and commitment to the organization weakens. Superficial relations and short institutional bonds together reinforce the silo effect: people keep to themselves, do not get involved in problems which are none of their immediate business, particularly with those in the institution who do something different.

In addition to material and institutional reasons, cultural forces today work against the practice of demanding cooperation. Modern society is producing a new character type. This is the sort of person bent on reducing the anxieties which differences can inspire, whether these be political, racial, religious, ethnic or erotic in character. The person’s goal is to avoid arousal, to feel as little stimulated by deep differences as possible. The withdrawal of which Putnam speaks is one way to reduce these provocations. But so is the homogenization of taste. Cultural homogenization is apparent in modern architecture, clothing, fast food, popular music, hotels … an endless, globalized list.8 ‘Everybody is basically the same’ expresses a neutrality-seeking view of the world. The desire to neutralize difference, to domesticate it, arises (or so I will try to show) from an anxiety about difference, which intersects with the economics of global consumer culture. One result is to weaken the impulse to cooperate with those who remain intractably Other.

For such material, institutional and cultural reasons, modern times are ill-equipped to meet the challenges posed by the demanding sort of cooperation. I’ll frame this weakness in a way which might seem initially odd: modern society is ‘de-skilling’ people in practising cooperation. The term ‘de-skilling’ derives from the replacement of men by machines in industrial production, as complex machines replaced skilled craft-labour. In the nineteenth century this replacement occurred, for instance, in steel-making, leaving the craft-workers only more simple, brutal tasks to perform; today it is the logic of robotics, whose aim is to replace expensive human labour in providing services as well as in making things. De-skilling is occurring in the social realm in equal measure: people are losing the skills to deal with intractable differences as material inequality isolates them, short-term labour makes their social contacts more superficial and activates anxiety about the Other. We are losing the skills of cooperation needed to make a complex society work.

My argument is not grounded in nostalgia for that magical past in which things seemed inevitably better. Rather, the capacity to cooperate in complex ways is rooted in the earliest stages of human development; these capacities do not disappear in adult life. These developmental resources risk being wasted by modern society.


COOPERATIVENESS IN INFANC

The child psychologist Alison Gopnik observes that the human infant lives in a very fluid state of becoming; astonishingly rapid changes in perception and sensation occur in the early years of human development, and these shape our capacity to cooperate.9 Buried in all of us is the infantile experience of relating and connecting to the adults who took care of us; as babies we had to learn how to work with them in order to survive. These infant experiments with cooperation are akin to a rehearsal, as infants try out various possibilities about getting along with parents and peers. Genetic patterning provides a guide, but human infants (like all young primates) also investigate, experiment with and improve their own behaviour.

Cooperation becomes a conscious activity in the fourth and fifth months of life, as babies begin to work with their mothers in breastfeeding; the infant starts to respond to verbal cues about how it should behave, even if it does not understand the words, for instance responding to certain tones of voice by snuggling into position to help. Thanks to verbal cueing, anticipation enters the repertoire of the infant’s behaviour. By the second year of life infants become responsive to each other in a kindred way, anticipating each other’s movements. We now know that such cued behaviour – the stimulations of anticipating and responding – helps the brain activate previously dormant neural pathways, so that collaboration enables the human infant’s mental development.10

The cues non-primate social animals give are static in the sense of being instantly readable; when bees ‘dance’ to each other they send precise signals, for instance, that pollen can be found 400 metres to the north-west; other bees know instantly how to read these cues. In infant human experience, cueing becomes increasingly un-beelike. The human infant tries out hand gestures, facial expressions, grips or touches which prove puzzling to adults rather than being instantly read and understood.

The psychologist Jerome Bruner has emphasized the importance of such enigmatic messages as signs of cognitive development. The infant increasingly intends a meaning on his or her own terms, as in crying. An infant crying at two months is simply reporting pain; in time, crying takes more varied forms because the infant is trying to say something more complicated, something the parent has more trouble interpreting. This gap is established by the second year of life, and changes the meaning of ‘mutual’; infant and adult continue to bond through give and take, but are not quite sure what they are exchanging, since the cueing process has become more complex. The gap between transmission and reception, Bruner says, constitutes a ‘new chapter’ in the bond between infant and parent.11 But the new chapter is not a disaster. Both infants and parents learn to adjust to it, indeed are stimulated by it to pay more attention to one another; communication has become more complex rather than broken down.

Still, for parents it’s easy to imagine babies have left the Garden of Eden when entering what Benjamin Spock famously called ‘the terrible twos’.12 The common explanation for a surfeit of anger at this stage is that the infant becomes surly as it separates physically from its mother. The child psychologists D. W. Winnicott and John Bowlby were the first to draw a more refined picture. In his studies, Winnicott built on the common parental observation that an infant, in working with the mother during breastfeeding, comes to recognize that the mother’s nipple is not part of his or her own body; Winnicott showed that the more freedom an infant is given to touch, lick and suck the nipple, the more aware he or she is of it as an outside, separated thing, belonging only to the mother. Bowlby made the same observation about tactile freedom in the child’s play after the second year of life; the more freely children interact with toys, the more they become aware of physical things as having an existence all their own.13 This physical awareness of separateness also appears in dealings with other children, in freely punching, kicking and licking them. It’s a discovery that other kids do not respond as the child expected, that others are separate beings.

Toddler life thus provides an early grounding in the experience of complexity and of difference. Children hardly ‘hibernate’ from each other, to invoke Robert Putnam’s image, as a result. If anything, separated and at cross purposes as they may be, they are ever more interactive. In this regard we want to put parents into the picture. On one account, parents who talk constantly to their babies produce two-year-olds who are more sociable with other infants, less anger-triggered against care-givers, than silent parents whose infants are more likely to be social isolates; the difference parental stimulation makes is detectable in greater or lesser activation of the infant’s neural circuits in the brain.14 But even if parental stimulation is inhibited, the baby’s physical drive to exchange cannot be extinguished. By the second year of life, all infants begin noticing and imitating what others do; learning about physical objects also speeds up, particularly about the size and weight of things, as well as their physical dangers. The social capacity to cooperate together on a common project, like building a snowman, becomes well established in toddlers by the third year of life: young children will do it, even if parental behaviour does not encourage it.

One virtue of understanding early experiences of cooperation as a rehearsal is that this concept explains how infants deal with frustration. Inability to communicate produces the frustration evinced by wailing, and trying out different wails is something infants learn to do – with a surprising result. Bowlby found infants are inclined to wail more as their vocal repertoire expands, since they now focus on, and are more curious about, the vocalization itself; they are no longer simply sending a sheer report of pain.

Equally important is the matter of structure and discipline. In a rehearsal, repetition provides a disciplining structure; you go over things again and again, seeking to make them better. Sheer mechanical repetitiveness is, to be sure, an element of play in childhood, just as hearing the same story over and over exactly in the same form is a pleasure. But mechanical repetition is only one element. Round about the age of four, children become capable of practising in the sense we understand it, either in playing a sport or a musical instrument; through repetition they try to get better at what they are doing.

Social consequences follow. In the nursery, Bowlby found, repetition begins to bond infants to one another when they experiment together and repeatedly; in performing a gesture together, the frustration of singing in coordinated time, for instance, becomes what he called a ‘transitional affect’, that is, no absolute bar to trying to get the coordination right the next time. Much other research has found that rehearsing, in the sense of working over a routine to improve it, is harder when done alone. Put more formally, repetition in time makes cooperation both sustainable and improvable.

The developmental origins of cooperation advance a further step by the age of four. Of course, sign-posting by years is arbitrary; development is elastic, varying from child to child. Still, by this age, the psychologist Erik Erikson has shown, young children become capable of studying their own behaviour reflexively, self-consciously, the act detachable from the self.15 In practical terms, he means that children have become more capable of self-criticism without the need of cueing or correction from parents or peers; when a child can do this, he or she has become, in Erikson’s framework, ‘individuated’. Around the age of five, children become avid revisionists, editing behaviour which has served them before but which no longer suffices.

Reflexive, self-critical thinking doesn’t imply withdrawal from other kids; children can be reflexive together. One piece of evidence Erikson provides for this process is game-playing. At the age of five to six, children begin to negotiate the rules for games, rather than, as at the age of two to three, take the rules as givens; the more negotiation occurs, the more strongly do children become bonded to one another in game-playing.

A century ago, in his study of play, Homo Ludens, the historian Johann Huizinga noted the difference between observing the rules of a game and discussing what these rules should be. To Huizinga, these seemed just alternatives children could choose at any time; modern psychology instead sees them as a sequence in the process of human development. As a recent study put it, sheer obedience comes first in the developmental process, the powers of negotiation later.16 A profound consequence ensues: development makes us capable of choosing the kind of cooperation we want, what its terms of exchange are, how we will cooperate. Freedom enters the experience of cooperation as a consequence.

Erikson’s sweeping point about this passage is that cooperation precedes individuation: cooperation is the foundation of human development, in that we learn how to be together before we learn how to stand apart.17 Erikson may seem to declare the obvious: we could not develop as individuals in isolation. Which means, though, that the very misunderstandings, separations, transitional objects and self-criticism which appear in the course of development are tests of how to relate to other people rather than how to hibernate; if the social bond is primary, its terms change up to the time children enter formal schooling.

This is one way cooperation begins to develop. I’m sure every parent could tell a distinctive story about how their children grew. Mine emphasizes that connection to others involves skill; as children cooperate better, social and cognitive skills entwine. The two skills I’ve highlighted are experiment and communication. Experiment entails doing new things, and more, structuring these changes over time. Young people learn to do this by the repetitive, expansive process of practising. Early communication is ambiguous, as when the infant sends out ambiguous cues; by the time children can negotiate the rules for a game, they are able to negotiate ambiguities and resolve them. Erik Erikson’s large idea certainly makes sense to me, that self-awareness emerges within the context of experimenting and communicating to others. I also follow Alison Gopnik in stressing that early development consists of a rehearsal of possibilities.

You might well observe, whatever your own views about children, that learning to cooperate on these terms is not easy. That very difficulty is, in a way, positive; cooperation becomes an earned experience rather than just thoughtless sharing. As in any other realm of life, we prize what we have struggled to achieve. How then might the rehearsal process lay the groundwork for complex cooperation later in life?


DIALOGICS

‘People who do not observe, cannot converse.’18 This wisdom-nugget from an English barrister evokes the essence of ‘dialogics’. This technical word names attention and responsiveness to other people. The barrister’s bon mot particularly calls attention to the listener’s share in a discussion. Usually, when we speak about communication skills, we focus on how to make a clear presentation, to present what we think or feel. Skills are indeed required to do so, but these are declarative in character. Listening well requires a different set of skills, those of closely attending to and interpreting what others say before responding, making sense of their gestures and silences as well as declarations. Though we may have to hold ourselves back to observe well, the resulting conversation will become a richer exchange for it, more cooperative in character, more dialogic.


Rehearsals

A common vice consists of believing that our own experience has great symbolic value, and for a few pages I’m going to indulge in this vice. One model for listening skills appears in adult rehearsals of a professional sort, the kind necessary in the performing arts. This is a model I know well. As a young man, I worked professionally as a musician, both as cellist and conductor. Rehearsals are the foundation for making music; when rehearsing music, listening skills become vitally important, and in listening well, the musician becomes a more cooperative creature.

In the performing arts, the sheer need of others can often prove a shock. Young musical hotshots are often brought up short when they begin playing chamber music; nothing has prepared them to attend to others. (I was like that, aged ten.) Though they may know their own part perfectly, in rehearsal they have to learn the ego-busting art of listening, turning outward. It’s sometimes thought that the result moves to the opposite extreme, the musician blending in, submerging his or her ego in a larger whole. But sheer homogeneity is no recipe for making music together – or rather, a very dull recipe. Musical character appears instead through little dramas of deference and assertion; in chamber music, particularly, we need to hear individuals speaking in different voices which sometimes conflict, as in bowings or string colour. Weaving together these differences is like to conducting a rich conversation.

In classical music we are working with a printed score, and the score might seem to rule the conversation. Those blobs of ink on the printed score are not enough, however, to tell us how the music will actually sound. As the cellist Robert Winter has written about rehearsing a Beethoven quartet, the difference between page and act is composed by the particular character of the instruments the musicians are playing, by the differing character of the players and of course by textual puzzles.19 The most maddening musical instruction in music is espressivo, expressively; to translate this instruction into sound we have to intuit the composer’s intent; individual players may send out cues for how to play espressivo which other players cannot interpret – a sort of return to cries from the crib.

Apart from puzzling instructions, the conversation which occurs in rehearsal seeks to fathom the sound the composer heard when he or she set ink to page. In the Schubert Octet, for instance, the composer breaks into fragments melodies which initially all eight players share. It’s quite subtle: when a break occurs, each player has to convey something like ‘I’m getting off the train here’ without making a big deal about his or her departure. That’s what I imagine Schubert wanted, but I can only justify it by working with the other players, my sound uniting with then diverging from theirs. Because of the gap between score and sound, my conducting teacher, the great Pierre Monteux, used to command students, ‘Hear, don’t read!’ This has to happen in rehearsals.

In making music, there’s a basic distinction between practising and rehearsing; the one is a solitary experience, the other is collective. Common to both is the standard procedure of attending initially to a whole score, then focusing on particular testing passages. The two forms of work on music divide, first, because rehearsing drags musical habits into shared consciousness. When practising alone, the musician goes over his or her part again and again so that passages become ingrained routines; this is especially necessary for the musician preparing his or her part for public performance – only a very few performers, like the violinist Fritz Kreisler, or Pierre Monteux, can commit a score to memory after a couple of run-throughs. The danger for the rest of us lies in losing sight of how ingrained passages sound to others. In rehearsing, one player can jolt another into this awareness.

Children discussing the rules of a game have to arrive at a consensus in order to play together. Musicians do not, or not quite. When I once rehearsed the Schubert Octet with the clarinettist Alan Rusbridger, he remarked to me at one point: ‘Professor’ – he is a journalist by trade so this form of address is not entirely a compliment – ‘your top note sounds harsh.’ In practising alone, I’d forgotten how it might sound to him and he made me hear it. But I didn’t soften the sound; I pondered whether it should sound harsh, decided it should, and made it even more so. Our exchange produced, in me, a more conscious valuing of the note he disliked. As in a good discussion: its richness is textured as disagreements that do not, however, keep people from continuing to talk.

A rehearsal will not progress if one player comes in with an explanation of the ‘Meaning of the Schubert Octet’ or if all the players discuss its cultural significance; the rehearsal itself would then become like a seminar. But in fact few rehearsals run like philosophy seminars. Musicians with good rehearsal skills work forensically, investigating concrete problems. True, many musicians are highly opinionated (I certainly am), but these opinions will sway others only if they shape a particular moment of collective sound. This empiricism is perhaps the most resonant point about artistic cooperation in a rehearsal: cooperation is built from the ground up. Performers need to find and work on telling, significant specifics.

Differences in time also divide practising and rehearsing. Professional musicians practising alone can go eight or more hours at a stretch; they have learned how to structure the process of ‘investigative repetition’ so that they can pay attention for long periods. The violinist Isaac Stern was a champion of such sessions, once remarking to me, ‘I didn’t sleep the whole night, I finally got the opening bars of the Brahms Concerto right.’ Rehearsals for groups of professional musicians seldom stretch beyond three hours at any one time, in part due to union rules about overtime and other economic constraints. If a group is lucky, they will have five or more rehearsals of a particular piece before they first perform it, though the reality is more likely to be two or three. A lot of collective labour has to be crammed into a short amount of time. Performers need to be economical in the telling, significant specifics they explore.

The conversation during professional musical rehearsals is distinctive socially in that it is so often a conversation with strangers. The professional musician is a migrant. If the musician is a star performer, he or she will be constantly on the road working with unknown orchestras or pick-up groups. Even for more settled musicians rooted inside orchestras, extra hours get filled up by grabbing chance gigs, opportunities which often arise out of town in churches or at weddings, as well as in other concert halls. The challenge of communicating with strangers sharpens the quest for specifics, since you have only a few hours together.

One solution to this problem lies in a set of portable rituals. Each musician will have developed a set of expressive habits which he or she wants to apply right away to key passages; when I was on the road playing the Schubert Octet, I had flagged in my printed score key places I knew I wanted to subject to retards in tempo, passages where I wanted to get off the melodic train. The ritual in rehearsal lies in sharing these flags; if others have similarly marked them, we can deal immediately with just how much to slow down; if others have not flagged them, we will negotiate about whether or not to slow down. The ritual of the flagged passage has a kind of symbolic force, since it conveys to other musicians what kind of player you are, how you tend to bow phrases or shape dynamics; colleagues will intuit what you are likely to do in other, unflagged passages, which can remain unrehearsed.

Ritual makes expressive cooperation work – and this is a large point. As will appear, ritual enables expressive cooperation in religion, in the workplace, in politics and in community life. It’s certainly true that nights devoted to the mysteries of the Schubert Octet are not what is now called a ‘mainstream activity’; this is an arcane way of life. Nor have I discussed here the straightforward comparison between the rehearsal process among musicians and our near cousins, professional athletes, another highly specialized form of cooperation. Yet the experience I’d had as a young professional is built on an elemental human foundation. The points of contact with early childhood lie in communications which address ambiguity; practices which become structured and focused in time; conversations about differences; practices subject to reflexive self-criticism.20 Musicians in rehearsal are adult Eriksonians; they need to interact, to exchange for mutual benefit. They need to cooperate to make art.



Dialectic and dialogic conversations

There is an analogy between the musical rehearsal and the verbal conversation, but it conceals a puzzle. Much of the actual communication between musicians consists of raised eyebrows, grunts, momentary glances and other non-verbal gestures. Again, when musicians want to explain something, they more frequently show than tell, that is, they play a particular passage to others, leaving the others to interpret what they are doing. I’d be hard pressed to explicate in words exactly what I mean when I say ‘perhaps more espressivo’. Whereas, in a conversation, we need to find the words.

Still, the musical rehearsal resembles those discussions, in which the skills of listening to others become as important as making clear statements. The philosopher Bernard Williams writes scathingly about the ‘fetish of assertion’, that impulse to ram home your case as though its content is all that counts.21 Listening skills don’t figure much in this kind of verbal joust; the interlocutor is meant to admire and so to agree, or to counter with equal assertiveness – the familiar dialogue of the deaf in most political debate.

And, though a speaker may express him- or herself awkwardly, the good listener cannot dwell on the sheer fact of that insufficiency. The good listener has to respond to intent, to suggestion, for the conversation to keep moving forward.

Listening carefully produces conversations of two sorts, the dialectic and the dialogic. In dialectic, as we learned in school, the verbal play of opposites should gradually build up to a synthesis; dialectic starts in Aristotle’s observation in the Politics that ‘though we may use the same words, we cannot say we are speaking of the same things’; the aim is to come eventually to a common understanding.22 Skill in practising dialectic lies in detecting what might establish that common ground.

About this skill, Theodore Zeldin writes, in a small, wise book on conversation, that the good listener detects common ground more in what another person assumes than says.23 The listener elaborates that assumption by putting it into words. You pick up on the intention, the context, make it explicit, and talk about it. Another kind of skill appears in the Platonic dialogues, where Socrates proves a very good listener by re-stating ‘in other words’ what his discussants declare – but the re-statement is not exactly what they have actually said, or indeed intended. The echo is actually a displacement. This is why dialectic in Plato’s dialogues does not resemble an argument, a verbal duel. The antithesis of a thesis is not ‘you dumb bastard, you are wrong!’ Rather, misunderstandings and cross purposes come into play, doubt is put on the table; people then have to listen harder to one another.

Something akin occurs in a musical rehearsal when a player observes, ‘I don’t get what you are doing, does it go like this?’ The re-statement makes you think again about the sound and you may adjust as a result but not copy what you heard. In everyday conversation, this is the sense of the common phrase ‘bouncing ideas off other people’; where these verbal balls land may surprise everyone.

‘Dialogic’ is a word coined by the Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin to name a discussion which does not resolve itself by finding common ground. Though no shared agreements may be reached, through the process of exchange people may become more aware of their own views and expand their understanding of one another. ‘Professor, your top note sounds harsh’ inaugurated a dialogic exchange in rehearsing the Schubert Octet. Bakhtin applied the concept of knitted-together but divergent exchange to writers like Rabelais and Cervantes, whose dialogues are just the opposite of the converging agreement in dialectic. Rabelais’s characters shoot off in seemingly irrelevant directions which other characters pick up on; the discussion then thickens, the characters spurred on by one another.24 Sometimes great performances of chamber music convey something akin. The players do not sound entirely on the same page, the performance has more texture, more complexity, but still the players are sparking off one another – as true in classic chamber music as in jazz.

Of course, the difference between dialectic and dialogic conversation is not a matter of either/or. As in Zeldin’s version of a dialectical conversation, the forward movement in dialogic conversation comes from paying attention to what another person implies but does not say; as in Socrates’ cunning ‘in other words’, in a dialogic conversation misunderstandings can eventually clarify mutual understanding. The heart of all listening skills, though, lies in picking up on concrete details, on specifics, to drive a conversation forward. Bad listeners bounce back in generalities when they respond; they’re not attending to those small phrases, facial gestures or silences which open up a discussion. In verbal conversation, as in musical rehearsal, exchanging is built from the ground up.

Inexperienced anthropologists and sociologists can suffer a peculiar challenge in conducting discussions. They are sometimes too eager to respond, going wherever their subjects lead; they do not argue, they went to show that they are responsive, that they care. A big issue lurks here. A dialogic conversation can be ruined by too much identification with the other person.



Sympathy and empathy

We imagine awareness of others most commonly as a matter of sympathy, which means identification with them. In the classic words of the American President Bill Clinton, ‘I feel your pain.’ In The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith portrays it as a person’s ‘endeavour … to put himself in the situation of the other, and to bring home to himself every little circumstance of distress which can possibly occur to the sufferer … in its minutest incidents’.25 Smith puts a particular gloss on the biblical injunction to do unto others as you would have them do to you. A person must see him- or herself in the other, not just as a fellow human being, but in those ‘minutest incidents’, which in fact often diverge greatly from one’s own concrete experience. In Smith’s view, imagination can overcome these barriers; it can make a magic leap from difference to likeness so that strange or foreign experience seems our own. Then we can identify with them and will sympathize with their trials.

Instant, generalized sympathy of the Clintonian sort animates many inexperienced social-science interviewers, with bad consequences. The hard work Adam Smith recommends of imagining the specifics of another human being’s experience does not occur. Nor does ‘I feel your pain’ help musicians play together better. Of more use to both interviewer and musician is another form of engagement: empathy.

In a musical rehearsal, a string player may realize that his or her fellow musicians hear a musical phrase in an entirely different way and so phrase differently with their bows; he or she registers the difference. The sympathetic response would be to identify with and so imitate them. The empathic response is cooler: ‘You do an up-bow, I do a down-bow …’; the difference may be left hanging in the air but a sign of recognizing what you are doing has been given. In an interview, the listener’s empathy can be expressed by maintaining eye-contact even while keeping silent, conveying ‘I am attending intently to you’ rather than ‘I know just what you feel’.* Curiosity figures more strongly in empathy than in sympathy.

Both sympathy and empathy convey recognition, and both forge a bond, but the one is an embrace, the other an encounter. Sympathy overcomes differences through imaginative acts of identification; empathy attends to another person on his or her own terms. Sympathy has usually been thought a stronger sentiment than empathy, because ‘I feel your pain’ puts the stress on what I feel; it activates one’s own ego. Empathy is a more demanding exercise, at least in listening; the listener has to get outside him- or herself.

Both these recognitions are necessary at different times and in different ways to practise cooperation. If a group of miners is trapped below ground, ‘I feel your pain’ activates our desire to help them out; it doesn’t matter that we may never have been down a mineshaft; we leap over that difference. But there are situations in which we help other people precisely when we do not imagine ourselves like them, as in letting someone in mourning talk, not presuming to intrude on what they are going through. Empathy has a particular political application; by practising it a legislator or union leader could – certainly it’s a distant possibility – learn from his or her constituents rather than simply speak in their name. More realistically, empathic listening can assist the community worker, priest or teacher mediate in communities where people do not share the same race or ethnicity.

As a philosophic matter, sympathy can be understood as one emotional reward for the thesis-antithesis-synthesis play of dialectic: ‘Finally, we understand each other,’ and that feels good. Empathy is more linked to dialogic exchange; though curiosity sustains the exchange, we don’t experience the same satisfaction of closure, of wrapping things up. But empathy does contain its own emotional reward.



Indirection

‘Fuck you, fuck you’ is more than an outburst of sheer aggression; it is paralysing. Confronted with this outburst the most likely response is, ‘Well, fuck you too.’ The antagonists are now locked in. When I first came to live in Britain, I thought Prime Minister’s Question Time in Parliament was an example like this, a verbal combat in which the Prime Minister and the Leader of the Opposition do not give an inch, and seem on the verge of coming to blows. Of course, they don’t; today this seemingly mortal combat, like professional wrestling in America, is made for television. But in real life rigid verbal aggression frequently crosses the line.

More youthful experience of Brits revealed to me one way out of this danger. As a young music student, fresh from the competitive pressure cooker of the Juilliard School in New York, I was amazed when I first began to rehearse with young musicians in London; discussions were couched in terms of ‘possibly’ and ‘perhaps’ and ‘I would have thought’. So too in other conversations, whether in a local pub or a patron-grandee’s drawing room, the Brits proved themselves skilled masters in the use of the subjunctive mood.

Only courtesy? It is that, yet not just politeness. Rehearsals went more effectively because this subjunctive mood opened up a space for experiment; tentativeness issued an invitation to others to join in. It’s certainly true that diffidence, like embarrassment, can be an inverted form of narcissism, a person being intensely – too intensely – aware of her- or himself. It’s also true that the British like to see themselves as less competitively driven than Americans; in my experience they were every bit as ambitious, but didn’t let it show as much. This made for good cooperation in the rehearsal studio, and eased conversation in the pub.

When I became a social researcher, the subjunctive mood loomed larger for me in thinking about human relations. Diplomats need to master this mood in negotiating with each another when trying to avoid war; so too in business dealings and in everyday sociability, ‘perhaps’ and ‘I would have thought’ are antidotes to paralysed positions. The subjunctive mood counters Bernard Williams’s fear of the fetish of assertiveness by opening up instead an indeterminate mutual space, the space in which strangers dwell with one another, whether these strangers be immigrants and natives thrown together in a city or gays and straights living in the same street. The social engine is oiled when people do not behave too emphatically.

The subjunctive mood is most at home in the dialogical domain, that world of talk which makes an open social space, where discussion can take an unforeseen direction. The dialogic conversation, as noted, prospers through empathy, the sentiment of curiosity about who other people are in themselves. This is a cooler sentiment than sympathy’s often instant identifications, yet empathy’s rewards are not stone-cold. By practising indirection, speaking to one another in the subjunctive mood, we can experience a certain kind of sociable pleasure: being with other people, focusing on and learning about them, without forcing ourselves into the mould of being like them.

Certainly for me this is the pleasure which comes from ethnographic fieldwork: you get out and about, meeting people unlike yourself. The pleasures of relaxed chat, of casual conversation, like a stroll down an unfamiliar street, encourage the ethnographer in everyone. There’s a dose of voyeurism in this, but perhaps voyeurism has too bad a name; life would be intolerably cramped if we only knew about people we knew intimately. As in looking carefully, so a casual conversation requires skill to become a meaningful encounter; refraining from assertiveness is a discipline that makes a space for looking into another person’s life, and for them, equally, to look into yours.

The conversation is like the rehearsal in which listening skills come to the fore. Listening well is an interpretative activity which works best by focusing on the specifics of what one hears, as when we seek to fathom from those particulars what another person has taken for granted but not said. Dialectic and dialogic procedures offer two ways of practising a conversation, the one by a play of contraries leading to agreement, the other by bouncing off views and experiences in an open-ended way. In listening well, we can feel either sympathy or empathy; both are cooperative impulses. Sympathy is the more arousing, empathy the cooler, and the more demanding, since it requires us to focus outside ourselves. In dialogics, while people do not neatly fit together like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle, yet they can get both knowledge and pleasure from their exchanges. ‘Perhaps’ makes it easier to cooperate in talking. These conversational skills may seem very far from the sandbox in which toddlers play with one another. There is, however, a connection. In the earliest stages of life, human beings learn how to rehearse cooperation, exploring its different, shifting forms. Eventually, conversations among adults sort out these possibilities into two tracks.

Modern society is much better at organizing the first sort of exchange than the second, better at communicating through dialectical argument than through dialogic discussion. That contrast appears strikingly in the technological frontier for cooperation.



COOPERATION ONLINE

Like many people my age, online communication does not come naturally to me. When I write letters, I take time and care over the writing, and so I write few; the avalanche of emails I get every day is disheartening in its sheer number. Conversely, conducting a written conversation online seems painfully slow, compared with speaking to someone on the phone or face to face. New communications technologies have, however, irreversibly transformed the landscape of communication.

Their most potent political effect occurs when they stimulate and arouse people to act off-line, rather than containing them to experience on-screen. Ironically, compressed tweets and text messages can have this effect, as in the Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings of 2011; compressed messages told people where a significant event was happening, or who was involved; people went to the town square, government building or barracks to work out what they should do next; the compressed message is too fragmentary or brief to perform a political analysis. Facebook images have this same compressed effect: they show the significant action happening, and issue the urgent invitation, ‘Be there!’ When communication works this way, compressed communication is released physically, by massing the presence of people; cooperation online translates into cooperation in the flesh.

What of online communication? Do these exchanges have the same arousing power? To find out, I agreed to become part of a beta-testing group working with GoogleWave, a program designed specifically for serious online cooperation. Fresh out of the box, GoogleWave looked good. It aimed to make ideas and contributions appear on-screen in crisp and clear form; it tried to be open, so that participants could add to it freely, or alter the project itself in the course of time. An old Renaissance idea of the experimental workshop seemed to have found in GoogleWave a new site in cyberspace. But this effort didn’t succeed; GoogleWave was up and running for just one year, from 2009 to 2010, before the company declared it a failure and shut it down.

The GoogleWave group I joined sought to assemble information and create policy about migration to London. The data our group had to interpret consisted of statistics, transcribed interviews, photographs and film of immigrant communities, maps of where people came from and where they settled in London. The participants were scattered across London, Britain and the Continent; we posted, read and chatted every few days.

Our project puzzled particularly about why, among Muslim families, the second generation of immigrants to Britain tends to be more disaffected with the country than the beachhead, first generation. But we also faced a technical challenge. Statisticians and ethnographers have different kinds of evidence for disaffection: the statisticians chart paths of mobility in education and in work that were blocked; the ethnographers find the young idealizing culturally the places and ways of life their parents left, no matter their present circumstances. Just to make matters more complicated, the government sponsor, worried about ‘alienated’ Muslim youth, wanted to know what policies it should put in place. Could online cooperation sort all this out?

The aim of the project was very different than that of social networking online, though both use the same basic technology. We didn’t want to engage in ‘friending’, and we didn’t have to worry about Facebook’s violations of privacy. Many social networking sites aren’t, indeed, very socially interactive. In cyberspace, the writer Sarah Bakewell ruefully observes, ‘the twenty-first century is full of people who are full of themselves’ online; ‘a half-hour’s trawl through the online ocean of blogs, tweets … brings up thousands of individuals, fascinated by their own personalities and shouting for attention.’26 Her observation is just but incomplete. The same technology can enable more consequent conversation, as in the online chat room for breast cancer patients studied by Shani Orgad. On this site, women share with one another vital information and experience to supplement their communication with doctors; Orgad found the chat room often proves more helpful in coping with the disease than face-to-face exchanges in hospital.27
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