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A way with words..

Did you know that in the UK. twice as much money is spent on advertising and public relations than on the entire education system?  
 What would a visiting Martian make of that? The message, to me at any rate, is clear. Plausibility is unquestionably given higher priority than the disinterested search for truth. So, for every pound spent on trying to get some fix on reality, more than two pounds goes on painting our dreams. 

Advertising and P.R. are about 'impression management'. This isn't to say that advertisers necessarily lie. Why should they? Their skill in communication means that they can generally avoid telling the truth without actually lying. Also they can ensure that what they say is true without it reaching any important truth about anything.  

Twenty five years ago I was training to become just such a manager of impressions. I was taught some of the tricks of the trade. There is no space to go into all that here. My (first) wife persuaded me that the whole business was immoral. I backed out just before I was due to start. I went into education instead. Also, in what I hoped would be a useful antidote, I discovered the 'personal growth', 'human potential', 'counselling' movements. That story runs from 1968 to the present. Readers of i to i will likely know the sort of thing. 

Human potential was going to make the quiet revolution. It saw itself as an oasis of humanity in a dehumanising culture. Step by step, it would spread out into the wider world and, as influential people discovered encounter groups, counselling and personal development programmes, there would be a greening all around us. All this was designed to help us 'get through to' each other, beyond masks, lies, rationalisations, schemes, manipulation and double-dealing; with honesty, integrity, tolerance and compassion. 

Has it worked? Have counselling, personal growth and communication skill training programmes changed Society? I am sure they have been influential. Yet I fear that Society is stunting and twisting the 'growth' movement more than the latter is managing to impact on the wider world. 

A great deal of 'psycho-technology' is now available as regards the nuts of bolts of effective communication. But, like all technology, it can abused. If we are to avoid such abuse, our wisdom and compassion needs to grow apace with our growing (technological) power. I am not convinced that this is happening. The consequences are painful. 

For example, every kind of communication skill can be used to assist us in getting through to another person heart to heart, and to ourselves, so that we face ourselves more honestly. However such skill can just as easily be abused. Instead of getting through, we might prefer to get the better of the other person. We might choose to make contact wallet to wallet. We may love the power and money more than the person. We may start to believe in our own clever propaganda.

Words like 'care', 'empathy' and 'empowerment' used to be restricted to members of the human potential movement. Now they are everywhere. Care is big business nowadays. This may be good news in many respects. But there is a sinister side to it: Overt uses of power, threats and domination are not the best ways to get round and get the better of people; and our political and economic leaders are becoming increasingly aware of this. Consequently, many of the humanistic methods of empowering people and helping them to 'actualise' themselves are being bought-up wholesale by interest groups who may already have too much power. Such psycho-technology is then used to establish the powerful ever more firmly in their positions of authority and influence.

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
When you give 'power to the people' it becomes more and more important that you stay quiet about the (possibly far greater) power that you have kept for yourself. 

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
When there is 'freedom of speech' you have to keep a very low profile about those things that you don't wish to be talked about. 

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
When there is freedom of information you need to become very skilled about how secrets are kept, facts are 'massaged' and 'news' is 'managed'. 

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
When everyone has a vote you need to become an expert in 'shaping' your answers, questions and agendas.    

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
When there is freedom of choice you need to employ ever growing numbers of sophisticated communicators and professional hidden persuaders if you are to ensure that people make the 'right choices'.

'Care is Our Concern' has become part of the mission statement of an increasing number of corporations in both the State and private sectors, and they certainly don't intend to keep quiet about it. Local and national governments, too, want you to know that they care; and growing numbers of companies spend very large sums of money on advertisements and public relations activities that are not designed to sell any particular product or service, but seek merely to remind us that, not only are they working at 'the leading edge' in terms of quality and efficiency, but that, most important, they love and cherish you, your family, your community and the fate of the world as a whole and that, human and humanitarian as they are, they would so much like it if you would remember this message and, just maybe, show your care and appreciation for them.

Many people, groups and organisations, therefore, are now proclaiming to the world how much they care for clients, customers, their own workforce and the environment as a whole. 
  The language of compassion and human potential has been commandered on a large scale for commercial and political purposes. Let's not despair, some of the intentions and outcomes will be honourable enough. I don't wish to encourage cynicsim and despondency. But let us, for goodness sake, be on our guard. Sophisticated communicators may choose either to get to the heart of the matter or take themselves ever further away from the truth. The problem described to young readers by Ursula LeGuinne in the fairy tale world of her Earthsea trilogy applies just as much to ourselves: 

"It is their own language, and they can lie in it, twisting the true words into false ends, catching the unwary hearer in a maze of mirror-words, each of which reflects the truth and none of which leads anywhere."  

Or, as Blake put it:

"A truth that's told with bad intent

Beats all the Lies you can invent."  

If, or when, Virtue ever manages to keep pace with mere Cleverness and Sophistication with language, we will have cause to celebrate. Until then, let us stay eternally vigilant against human trickery and manipulation including, of course, our own! 
�	See Britain under the MORIscope, Weidenfeld, 1990


�	For example, 'Tesco�XE "Tesco"� Cares', 'This Easter, say you care � with a Rotary Watch', ...'Caring for Your City', ...'Your caring, sharing bank', ...'Bank of Scotland:  A Friend for Life'.


�	From  A Wizard of Earthsea, (Puffin).


�	William Blake, "Augeries of Innocence" (1800-1810)








