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L ove and Communication
A review essay’

Speaking into the Air: A History of the Idea of Communication
J. D. Peters. Chicago: University of Chicago Pr&889

Soeaking into the Air is, quite simply, the most original and thoughivmking book on communication
that | have read. It is dazzlingly and sometimescabely erudite yet with a clear and coherent
argument that challenges our current commonsers&\about communication. | am persuaded by
this argument, though less so by the point at whatim Durham Peters himself takes leave of it. That
point seems to me to be oddly, uncomfortably, sfgasomething which, in itself, needs some
explanation. It's partly to do, | think, with tihemericanness of the book and partly its religicasm
Neither of these two points, | hasten to add, sa@ied criticisms. But they might begin to accotort

its strangeness, for thisa weird and eccentric book, voyaging in straregsof thought alone, far
from the busy, crowded lanes down which the uscatlamic shipping travels.

The book’s subtitle is ‘A History of the Idea of Comnication’ and starts from the uncontentious
proposition that communication has emerged as a&rgern for us all (not just academics) from the
late 19" century onwards. And this is intimately conneatéth the rise of new technologies of
communication from the telegraph to the internetth& heart of this concern is a continuing, still
unassuaged anxiety about mediated communicatiothangays in which it manipulates and distorts
reality and truth. Sincere and genuine, directiamdediate communication seems to be all the more
important in the face of the manifold potentiatltbe media’ to bear false witness: interpersonal
communication ‘became thinkable only in the shadéwediated communication’ (p. 6). The scandal
of mediated ‘miscommunication’ prompted those walbwn critiques of mass society and culture first
and most clearly articulated in Weimar Germany bigdas and Heidegger in the 1920s and, a decade
later, by Adorno and Horkheimer and Critical Thedriie liquidation of individuality by impersonal
economic, political and cultural powers was a comrti@me, in the inter-war period, shared by
intellectuals from opposite ends of the politigagéstrum. In this scenario the individual is preydark
social forces that threaten to overwhelm the lomglygrity of the self. The tyranny of the-many-as-
one (Heidegger'sias Man) overwhelms the individual potential to be (to &) its own and

authentic self. In retreat from the standardisasiod uniformity of collective powers individualism
lapses into the solipsism—the besetting sin afhelbries of the subject from the Cartegies

cogitans through to Kant's autonomous, rational subject@améhto a myriad forms of thinking in the
last two centuries in which Thought is locked memdless conversation with itself. Transcendental
loneliness is a theme that runs through Petesk lbod echoes plaintively in its title, ‘Speakimgpi

the Air'. Is there anyone out there? Or do the wifatlornly blow the words back in one’s face?

Thedesire to communicate with others (communicatamdesire) is a potent theme that Peters traces
with great ingenuity and subtlety. Dialogue— thi secommunion with the Other—redeems
subjectivity and offers the joy of inter-subjectis@mmunication. Philosophically it was, perhapssimo
clearly expressed as an antidote to current apgi@ti Martin Buber’sl and Thou (1923). But Peters is
not out to offer an intellectual history—the ustrajectory of histories of ideas. A great parthod t
fascination of his book lies in his uncanny abitityrecognise what intellectuals think as symptaenat
of much wider historical anxieties and concernan@unicative loneliness takes many forms. The
desire for perfect true communication with anottieg, desire of the living to communicate with the
dead, the desire of the human species to get ahtaith other species and, finally, our cosmic atyi

! This review essay was first published/ilestminster Papersin Communication and Culture (vol. 1,
no. 1) 2004WPCC is free online at http://www.wmin.ac.uk/mad/pag68



that no life exists outside our small and lonelgngt are all wondrously considered: the first imie

of angelic communication, the second in terms af {to us) bizarre preoccupation with spiritualisim
the late 18 and early 28 century, the third in terms of thus far vain effao communicate with apes,
whales and dolphins, and the fourth in terms of SEH,Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence. ET
has not yet phoned us even though we would likeeti@ve that they’re out there as Hollywood has
imagined on behalf of us all.

Of all these longings perhaps the most poignatttegiesire for perfect union with one anotherpa tr
fusion of souls—angelic communication. There israyltradition of speculation in Christian thought
about God’s messengers who, now and then (as iArthanciation), reveal to mortals what He has in
mind for them. They are like us but, freed from ¢oeruption of the body, are purely spiritual. The
sexuality of angels has been a matter of learrgulité. Are there male and female angels and if so,
what would their sexual union be like? Milton thatighat they somehow just co-mingled and tingled
for a bit, and Donne believed that the love of raad women had ‘just such disparity As is twixt air
and angels purity’. Angelic communion is a peri@eteting of minds, the harmony of two hitherto
separate souls which have now become one: ‘Oustwis, therefore, which are one, / If they be two
endure not yet / A breach but an expansion; / bitdel to airy thinness beat’. Something of what
Donne’s love poetry expressed continues to undempioh modern commonsense thinking about what
ideally love between two people should be like; passigmeofect bodily union as the incarnate
expression of the union of souls. Of course thimisthe way we put it nowadays, but the premium we
place on sincerity and authenticity in intimateatnships is precisely indicative of our continued
longing for ‘true’ communication. Surveys, whetlireipopular magazines or sociological texts, show
that ‘good communication’ is perhaps the most @esguality in modern relationships. There must be
no secrets or locked doors between intimates. Bamhid be fully, genuinely and sincerely open to the
other; truth as mutual self revelation.

This is the first great variation on the theme @El@and communication that runs through the book.
The alternative that Peters, in many ways, prefen®n-reciprocal (or one-way) communication.
While in some respects Peters’ historiographyiityfarthodox—he examines two historical moments
in the last century (the 1920s and 1940s) as kayents in which ‘new’ takes on communication
theory were worked out—in other respects it is ibere are moments in the past, he argues, that have
an elective affinity with the present. The trickasspot them and their expressive representafives.
first chapter identifies two great variations oa theme of love and communication—dialogue and
dissemination—with which the rest of the book Wil concerned. Each is a principle and a practice
and their exponent practitioners were Socrateslands. It is part of the book’s genius to treatrthe
both as if they were part of our today; not ghostiices from the dead past but present and rel¢gant
our concerns. We hear them afresh because thani$bters hears them. Neither Socrates nor Jesus
committed themselves to writing. Our versions @nthboth are dependent on their followers or
disciples: Plato on the one hand, the four gospiéérs on the other. What each thought, said add di
and the differences between them, may serve asa dorizon’ (34) against which to view our
contemporary dilemmas in a new light. This is thek®radical historiography. The dead whom it
resurrects contribute to a highly original recoafation of philosophy, politics and religion. The
dialectic of the written and the spoken, the ledted the spirit, the living and the de&afjos and the
word made flesh—these fundamental issues remadire dteart of contemporary concern with the
problem of communication.

We tend, today, to think of dialogue as genuinal(teue) communication because we think it offers,
in principle, the possibility of coming to true amiitual understanding. Habermas’s hugely influéntia
theory of communicative rationality rests firmly normative assumptions that he shares with
Socrates; the ideal of a co-operative, criticalingoriented towards coming to the best and truest
understanding on matters of common concern throogkiersational question and answer. Socratic
dialogue and the Habermasian ideal speech situat®mmariations on a common theme. Each is
underpinned by a faith in relations of presenceeWive meet face to face we attentively see and hear
each other. We encounter each other in a two-wajipl, inter-action. Presence is the basis and
guarantee of witnessing. The English suffix ‘nesfistantiates a state of being: gladness (sadness,
madness and so on) is the essendwiofy glad. The ontology of withessing is knowing-ness (OE
witan: to know), being (in a position) to know. Presegoarantees knowledge and truth. This is what
privileges face-to-face communication. A dominaid-20" century definition of communication was
in terms of ‘knowledge transfer’; getting ‘a messagcross without interference, loss or distortidi.



Fi was, for the 1950s, what DAB is for us today theam of perfect transmission in which the
technology preserves the auditory quality of thiginal source and nothing is lost.

Presence and absence; direct and indirect comntiameathese are central themes of Biaedrusin
which Plato (who wrote it) imagines the older Stesan conversation with the younger Phaedrus
outside the walls of Athens. It's a conversationwtspeech and writing, love, friendship and
philosophy. It culminates in the famous critiquenaiting which spells out the themes 8peaking

into the Air. Socrates does not like writing because you asktit questions, and for Socrates asking
guestions was his discourse and his method. Moreowmee something gets written down it loses all
sense of propriety, ‘reaching indiscriminatelygbavith understanding no less than those who have n
business with it, and it doesn’t know to whom ibshl speak and to whom it should not’ (quoted p
47). In sum:

Socrates provides a checklist of enduring anxietiasarise in response to
transformation in the means of communication. \Wgitparodies live presence; it is
inhuman, lacks interiority, destroys authentic aljple, is impersonal and cannot
acknowledge the individuality of its interlocutoes)d it is promiscuous in distribution.
Such things have been said about printing, phoptgraphonography, cinema, radio,
television and computers. The great virtue ofRhaedrus is to spell out the normative
basis of the critique of media in remarkable cJaaihd, even more, to make us rethink
what we mean bynedia. Communication must be soul-to-soul, among emfbliilre
people, in an intimate interaction that is uniqu@lyor each participant. (47)

Then as now love is normatively thought as that wigdetween two people, alive and present to each
other. What passes between them (love as commiaricabmmunication as love) is a joining of

bodies and a union of souls. Conversation as thef @mutual) seduction is the prelude to the farme
Conversation as philosophy is a prelude to thertath marriage of minds. The ideal human
relationship is the fusion of both

The discourse of Jesus and his method stand in shatmast with Socrates. Both are exemplified in
the parable of The Sower; a story with a messagedah large crowd on the shore of the Sea of
Galilee. Instead of Socratic one to one, two-wayicmnication we have one-way communication
between a single speaker and an anonymous masteogls. The story of the sower makes explicit
the significance of communication as mass disseinimar broadcasting. Before radio gave the word
its current meaning to broadcast was an agricultaren for the scattering of seeds abroad. The sower
in the parable scatters his seed indiscriminat&tyne, as Jesus tells it, fell on stony ground aasl w
pecked up by the birds of the air. Some fell amitiogns and was choked as soon as it sprang up.
Some fell on shallow soil, grew quickly but soorthered and died. And some fell on fertile ground
and yielded a good harvest; thirty fold, sixty faddhundredfold. It is, of course a parable about
parables—Jesus’s own account of his way of spreatie Word.

Socrates, Peters tells us, argued for inseminasamore virtuous than dissemination. Inseminaton i
to implant the seed in another where it will beaitf Dissemination is like the sin of Onan whollggi
his seed upon the ground. It is a wasteful scidtehere is no guarantee that the seed will, ia du
course, bear fruit. Put like this, Christ's metleddcommunication is scandalously inefficient. Blugt,
Peters stunningly argues, is its disinterestedriésd and generosity. The parable of the sower makes
manifest, in its form as much as its message tiieaove of Goddgape) is indiscriminately available
for all, not just the few that are open and reiwepb the Word. Broadcasting is a fundamentally
democratic form of communication. But more thais,tand crucially, it is like the love of God inath

it is non-reciprocal. It gives without any expeatof a return. It neither expects nor requires
acknowledgement and thanks. The love of God is aagamd unconditional and for anyone and
everyone anywhere anytime cinnot be reciprocated. Something like this is the blaessinbroadcast
communication and its indiscriminate scatter.

Peters, then, offers two paradigms of love and comoation; one, a dialogue of intimacy and
reciprocity, the other of indiscriminate mass dissggtion. It is a contrast between personal and
impersonal, individual and social, present and atysambodied and disembodied relationships.
Today we mostly, naturally, take the intimate pagadas normative and the impersonal paradigm as
swerving from that mark. Peters makes clear thhtdrview, the quest for the union of souls is the
pursuit of a communicative Snark and much of theklie taken up with accounts of quaint human



attempts at making contact with the spirits, thadje¢he animal kingdom and the cosmos beyond the
world in which we dwell. Much of this is fascinagiand illuminating. Occasionally it begins to feel
like a Victorian cabinet of curiosities. Now anethit is downright odd. Whas it about dolphins? Am

I missing something? But it all goes to show anassantiate a basic premise of the book: in theodige
communication we have all sorts of anxieties alto@ommunication is, Peters frequently asserts, a
problem, a trouble for us. Break-down seems tchbenbrm.

What then is the obverse of this? What is goodpouied communication? How should we recognize
it, and how does it work? Here Peters is lesg clPartly he argues for bodily rather than spéiitu
union: a squeeze of the hand (the title of the lkemtieg chapter) is a better way than words of kegpi

in touch with each other. ‘The other, not the s#ifjuld be the center of whatever “communication”
might mean’ (264):

To treat others as we would want to be treated mgarisrming for them in such a way
not that the self is authentically representedtiat the other is caringly served. This
kind of connection beats anything the angels midfer. Joy is found not in the
surpassing of touch but in its fullness. (268-9)

But we still seem stuck in some kind of I-Thou, s&ifl-other, do-as-you-would-be-done-by
relationship. We have not escaped the self (thdtugges become less selfish and more saintly) and
demands of reciprocity. To emphasise the other gimpkrts but does not transcend the problem. The
Other seems mostly to be thought as a proximabamdys particular someone. Relations of presence
or, more generally, the life-world (not a term tRatters uses) remain privileged. In the end whabis
followed through are the issues raised by the pamdithe sower.

‘Speaking into the air’, the book’s title, heades tliscussion of radio (206-225). It's from a passiag
Paul’s letter to the Christian community at Coriittwhich he advises them to be cautious in their
practice of glossolalia (speaking with tongues):

So likewise ye, except ye utter by the tongue wesy to be understood, how shall it
be known what is spoken? for ye shall speak intcaih There are, it may be, so many
kinds of voices in the world, and none of them ithaut signification (1 Cor. 14:9-10,
King James Version)

Is broadcasting a glossolalia, a confused babbleices? Was Christ speaking into the air when he
addressed the crowd? Was anyone listening? Doasldrsting actuallwork and, if so, how? Peters’
discussion of radio never quite gets to grips wittse questions. It is written exclusively in temhs
American radio in its formative years and serveetoind those of us on this side of the Atlantichef
distance between us.

In Britain the public service model of broadcastivas understood, from its beginning, in terms of
Christ's parable. Broadcasting House, the homa@BBC from 1932, has a famous sculpture over the
entrance of Prospero and Ariel. Inside, in the fotleere is another less well known carving by the
same Catholic sculptor, Eric Gill, of The Sower. Tleg keature of the British model from the start, its
core commitment, was to the universal disseminaidfdts radio service as an inclusive public good.
Public service has been, and remains to this daydominant and still valued form whereby truly
broadcast services are delivered in Britain and othettidon European countries. Nor does it exist in
isolation from other public services—health andcadion. The continuing political will of electorates
to support such services, in spite of the neo-Quasige challenge of the 1980s, indicates the timac
taken by Britain and other northern European coessince the" World War as one that favours
social democracy. The USA of course has favoured a diftarersion of democracy; one that is
strongly libertarian, that favours individual endear, that rejects central government and is simsc
of any notion of the public good. The wholly mardipasition of public service broadcasting in the
USA (an audience share of 2% and largely deperatembluntary donations) is indicative of this.

Broadcasting, as the parable makes quite cleaefficient communication. It is scandalously
wasteful and, indeed, from the start more efficiemtthods of distribution have been sought, byehos
who regard radio and television as a businesslilyeother, that target only paying ‘consumers’:-pay
per-channel, ideally pay-per-viewarrowcasting, in short. The political demand, in the WKay, to
justify public services in economic terms is, whilederstandable (value for tax-payers’ money must



be demonstrated), in the end paradoxical. The reasmuh justifications for public services are,
ultimately, ethical; they are concerned with whatthink a good society should be like. They are
underpinned by a commitment to common goods. Ecanaatipbnality is normatively thought in terms
of individual goods—profit is private, and ratiord@dioice theory presupposes self-interest as its sta
and end point. It may help to rationalise the daljvof common goods, preventing waste and
corruption, but it can never justify them. Amerisare cynical about their radio and television ises/
because they see them simply as businesses arafpteeexploitative. They're in it for the money.
Their job is selling audiences to advertisers. Theyirtrinsically manipulative. From such a
perspective it's hard to take seriously the actealices provided. You'd better not believe what yo
see and hear from ‘the media industries, whoseaunmwell-being depends on convincing audiences
to trust the sincerity of distant testimonials’ 422

Americans, to paraphrase de Tocqueville, treat theilia as kings do their courtiers—they enrich and
despise them. For Peters the question is, ‘Cartgl@ipart without being there in the flesh? Can an
audience be said to participate in a remote evertBviously not, if you don’t trust the media who
provide access to such occasions. Maybe this isRdtgrs insists on ‘the bodily context of all
communication’, but this is an argument that desgte be challenged. What warrants the privileging
of the body and haptic communication? Touch is asmially fraught as everything else. ‘To be in
touch’ may be desirable, but ‘touchy’ folk are h&wdive with. Every family should have a good
hugger according to the late Princess of Wales| atuld be worried if | was embraced by, say, that
well-known family hugger, Tony Soprano. Judas hetdalesus with a kiss. The emphasis throughout
the book on the erotics of communication confirtasiormative preference for touchy twosomes. Sex
between two is a good thing, but mass sex is nasvadvocated: those anonymous, impersonal,
multiple and public couplings that take place igies or love-ins as they were quaintly called st
far-off hippy times oHair and the dawning of the Age of Aquarius. Peters iourse right to insist

on the holiness of the body and incarnate humam h@tween two people. He does not offer us though
a thought out vision of the love of God which, lire fparable, is transcendent, impersonal, non-
reciprocal and universal. And yet, | think, in sty non-theological terms or®s to argue for this as

the transcendent character of the ordinary, evgrigdanan world in which we live today and, indeed,
of humanity itself.

An alternative starting point for thinking abouthamunication, then, which | prefer, is not the
individual, nor ‘language’, nor self and other, bt world. | have always been struck, ever since |
started work on it, by the essentiarldliness of broadcasting. That is why | was so bowled ower b
Heidegger’s stunning analysis of tixewelt, the round-about-me everyday world in which ‘fi,éach
case, dwell. We encounter the world and all iergday things aguhanden, as ‘ready-to-hand’ or,
simply, handy—a pragmatics, not an erotics, of loktom readin@eing and Time | at last came to
understand the world as interactively communicaitivall its parts and as a whole; the world ‘as a
relational totality of involvements’. Everyday thmgre indee@ragmata but we should pause to
consider exactly how it is that they are so andatieérwise, and it is part of Heidegger's extraoatdy
genius to remind us of this. The world and evenghn it are not for the few, the initiates, thewar
ones, but anyone and everyone. Grice thoughthledbgic which, he argued, underpins the
communicative structure of talk also underpinkelts of non-linguistic human actions and
interactions. He did not develop this claim, butant to suggest that his analysis of ordinary laggu
points in the same direction as Heidegger's amalykthe ordinary world; namely that in its pantsia
as a whole they both (the world and language) laawbe necessary precondition of ttaailability
(their intelligibility and usability to all practéd intents and purposes) an immanent communicative
logic that anyone can understand and accordinggyant with and put to good use. It is our task, a
see it, to explicate this communicative logic; how in detail how it is so, how it (the world and
language) works in this way. Reading Peters malees/amt to add one more thing. | now see the
communicative infrastructure of the world has hguime same characteristics that are indicated éy th
parable of the sower. It is impersonal. It is aafalié to anyone. It demands no return. And thiass
indicative of worldly as of divine love—what HannAhendt thought of aamor mundi, the world’s
care-for-itself—and our transcendent huntaigorical essence.

When | was child | was taught that the three gveaiies are faith, hope and charity. | was touched,
this summer, to see them represented as angelsigeabove the good and wise ruler in the
marvellous allegorical fresco &ood and Bad Government by Ambrogio Lorenzetti in one of the great
rooms of the Palazzo Publico that towers over gaubful shell-shaped campo at the heart of the
Tuscan city of Siena. | found myself reflecting hoeil they understood, in ¥3and 14 century ltaly,



the relationship between religion and politics egsed, in so many ways, in the art and architectfure
the place. The town’s great religious building,isomo, is in its own and separate space from the
campo and palazzo. It is said that the towerset#thedral and the palace were built to exacdy th
same height so that neither should be seen to ddenihe other. We have long since lost that
equitable poise between secular and sacred exéstemich the Commune of Siena and many other
Italian towns and cities achieved centuries agd,vea are the poorer for it.

The thinking of John Durham Peters has a rare gualifay: it is naturally and essentially religioits.
informs the ways in which he thinks about sociptlitics and communication. It is redemptive
thinking that gives us back the possibility of rgoising something we no longer understand about
ourselves. How can we speak today, for instanckvefand communication in any public, political,
worldly sense? But Peters does and | am theretyueaged to think that faith, hope and charity
continue to underpin the communicative structufasaay’s world and our everyday existence in it.
Public service broadcasting, for instanicegn ethical communicative practice that is underpthby

what were once thought of as the three great thhembvirtues. Faith, hope and charity all presiggpo
each other. To act in good faith presupposes hopegyood outcome. The former underpins our present
actions while the latter expresses what we wislasatheir future prospects. Charity, or love, & th
mediating agency, the grace (the holy spirit) thdtetween faith and hope. It is their conditiod an
guarantee, the unity of their practice and de3inat love, like the love of God, is immanent in all
those anonymous worldly institutions, artefacts prattices thagive without any expectation or
demand of a return. Much of the everyday worldkis this, although we seldom see it as such. Mass
mediated distant communication is greater than idiate communication between present twosomes.
Non-reciprocal love surpasses reciprocal loves thore blessed to give than to receive. | haveghb
about these things since readBmgaking into the Air and have more to say on them; but that would
take me beyond the scope of these reflectionsemwtnderful book that John Durham Peters has
given us.
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