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…irrespective of what type of people we meet, famous or otherwise, it is comforting to know that we all warm to largely 

the same qualities in people. Typically those qualities boil down to one main quality: one single character trait which we all 

possess to one extent or another; one attribute which is a pleasure to foster and the greatest pleasure for others to feel in 

us…This is the quality which has been missed in all the generations of self–help books and get–what–you–want volumes 

and seminars; the single most valuable element of character which is most likely to win us friends, influence people and 

leave us untroubled as we consider our lives at three a.m., yet which has been routinely ignored by the industries devoted to 

improving our lives with quick–fire magical techniques. For those of us who feel a little uneasy when we hear the rhetoric 

of self–improvement courses, and more so when we meet those whose selves have been improved by them, recognising the 

absence of this one quality is the answer to understanding why such courses so often don’t quite seem to achieve their 

goals. 

The single most valuable human trait, the one quality every schoolchild and adult should be taught to nurture, is, quite 

simply, kindness. 

Kindness. If you prefer, compassion. Even benevolence. It is the quality that makes people lovely. If that sounds rather 

anaemic, it’s because it is the opposite of setting goals and learning how to persuade and close deals; the antithesis of self–

reliance and get–what–you–want thinking which form the backbone of modern self–improvement. Its simplicity and 

obviousness mean that we forget it constantly when we try to impress people, yet it is the most impressive trait we can ever 

show. It has nothing to do with intelligence or witty banter. We make the mistake of thinking we have to be funny and 

clever among the ranks of the funny and clever, or match the more obvious qualities of people we would like to like us, 

when in fact few of us seek out in others those outward aspects of personality we ourselves emanate. In fact, we tend to be 

sceptical of others with similar noticeable qualities to ourselves. That clever person will not like us more if we appear 

clever ourselves. He will like us more if we are kind, and lovely, and personable, and not trying to be anything else. In an 

attempt to be socially striking, and in all the contrived effort we go to in order to make ourselves remarkable, we miss how 

simple the answer really is. Meanwhile, we all know people who possess those qualities we wish we had more of – 

intelligence or wit, for example – yet if they are not also lovely, we struggle to really like them. 

So many of the self–help, persuasion and communication industries could be swept away with the single mantra ‘just be 

nice’. If you are nice to others, they will be nice to you, and they will like you. If you are nice, you are more likely to be 

happy, both because it makes for a cheerful conscience and because you will enjoy more friends, which have been 

(unsurprisingly) shown to rank among the principal factors of a deeply contented life. If you are likeable and kind, without 

merely being a pushover, you may not necessarily be on the fast–track route to millionaire status, but you are more likely to 

glide forward through life with less effort and find comfortable success. Once you are kind, everything else falls into place. 

I have seen people who previously lacked confidence absorb the high–powered idiom of modern self–help gurus, turn their 

lives around and become, at first glance, the no–nonsense professional powerhouses they admired in other people. I’ve seen 

them model themselves on those they wanted most to emulate, as they were taught to do, and I have on the one hand been 

amazed by the transformation and felt happy for the beneficiaries, and on the other felt unconvinced by the soulless and 

uncomfortable imitation they have managed to pull off. They have always emulated the most telegraphed and obvious 

characteristics of their unwitting mentors, evolving into more striking but less pleasant versions of themselves, only to be 

once again delightful when the straightforward old self accidentally glimmers through for a moment. The high self–help 

dosage can achieve slim, particular ends, which may be of enormous value to a person’s self–esteem, but it is forging a 

difficult uphill path to a possibly far less worthwhile destination. Naturally there is worth in developing specific skill–sets 

that make you an excellent salesman or able to face a room of strangers in a way you previously never thought possible; 

chronic shyness and miserable self–esteem are terribly debilitating conditions. But while it is important to overcome such 

troubles, the internal gauge that tells us when the goal has been reached (or how to reach it) is skewed by the very lack of 

self–belief that led to the problem. Hence the achieved result may feel like a solution to the poor soul in question, but it 

may also achieve a forced, unpleasant type of confidence that has no room for humility, leaving him therefore less attractive 

than his previous incarnation, and the ‘improvement’ therefore fails, at least in part and as far as the outside world goes. 

There has been, in that case, no external guide to gently assist with finding a balance, just a pathologically driven need to 

achieve a fetishised form of fantasy confidence, warped through the perspective of one who has felt he would never achieve 



it. Soon perspective is lost, the control becomes addictive, and, in a pattern known in a more monstrous form to gym 

addicts and those with eating disorders, a destructive momentum kicks in. [1] 

Be kind. It is a richer project than may at first be obvious. For example, it can involve stepping out of what is emotionally 

immediate, and realising in moments of everyday conflict that those with whom we’re arguing are most likely taking a 

standpoint equally as justifiable (to themselves) as ours. Kindness may involve preferring to understand the other’s one–

sided view in such situations rather than blindly pushing our own. If we are prepared not to concern ourselves with the 

immediate blow to our pride that comes from conceding in this way, we can enjoy the warm glow later when we feel like 

the greater man or woman, rather than lying awake in bed fuming with rage, replaying arguments and running imaginary 

conversations with ourselves that make us even more livid. Ideally, this ability to detach emotionally when approaching 

conflict, and to look for connections rather than stand aghast at someone else’s apparent bloody–mindedness, is to be 

combined with an otherwise emotionally open and empathising personality. That is where the perfect balance is struck, 

where we would be best positioned to have a pleasant effect on others. 

There are those who are undoubtedly lovely, but lovely to the point of flaccid, vapid futility. They have developed their 

own wearying addiction to selflessness; cannot themselves receive; feed off the broken; and perhaps even live through a 

string of abusive relationships as they attract those who exploit them. There are those damaged souls who live out an 

ostentatious display of masquerading kindness born only from desperate, toxic neediness. Balance is all. I would not dream 

of suggesting how the right sort of kindness can be achieved, as it is quite enough trying to attend privately to one’s own 

life. It needs perhaps to be driven by a desire to be liked, maybe the teensiest proneness to paranoia, and a possession of all 

the little insecurities that drive us to pay attention to what others think of us and the effect that we have on them – probably 

the first stirrings of the same neuroses which plague the truly tragic. 

Lest it sound like I am proposing a vacuous, smiling, endlessly giving approach to life that shrieks in horror at the mention 

of personal gain, I would draw the reader tentatively back to the lessons learnt from persuasion research and the skills of 

powerfully charismatic leaders. So often we heard during and after the Bill Clinton era that the eternally charming President 

would speak to you as if you were the only person in the room. Princess Diana, we hear, was a flirt. In Robert Cialdini’s 

seminal book Influence: The Science of Persuasion, we learn how US President Lyndon B. Johnson’s surprising ability to 

get a very large number of laws passed through a non–partisan Congress in his early years seems to be explained in part by 

the huge number of favours he was able to call in, after he himself had bestowed so many favours during his previous 

career as a Congressman and Senator. Cialdini compares his case to that of Jimmy Carter, who ran very much on an 

‘outsider’ ticket and who had tremendous difficulty passing laws, even through a much more sympathetic Congress, as he 

was unknown to the law–makers and therefore was unable to benefit from owed favours. 

Cialdini is describing ‘reciprocity’, one of the more powerful elements of persuasive technique. It is not the same as 

kindness, but it is born of it, and points in its own way to one value of being kind. If you wish to find a self–serving reason 

to embrace kindness, the law of reciprocity is your rationale. In a well–established experiment, you (a naive participant) 

find yourself paired off with John (who is posing as another participant but in fact is in on the trick) and you are given a 

task to carry out, such as a word test or a memory exercise, which you mistakenly believe is the purpose of the experiment. 

At some point during the proceedings, John leaves the room for a few minutes. When he returns, he has bought himself a 

can of Cola, and, thoughtfully, another one for you. The faux experiment continues, and after it appears to be all over John 

mentions that he has some raffle tickets to sell, and asks if you would be happy to buy some. This enlightening test showed 

that when he brings us the unrequested drink we are far more likely to help John out and buy his tickets than when no drink 

is forthcoming. Moreover, it does not significantly affect how much we like John when we emerge from the room; it is 

simply that when someone has done something nice for us, we have a very powerful urge to reciprocate. The lesson: if you 

want someone to do something for you, do something nice for them first. In a perverse way, this is one of the true values of 

being kind. 

Ah, I hear you smugly pronounce, that’s it, isn’t it? There is no genuine, selfless kindness: we are all selfish creatures, and 

what may appear generous or benevolent is in fact self–serving. 



Witness the hugely expensive pot of Crème de la Mer moisturiser I included amongst the gifts I gave my mother last 

Christmas. The 60m1 tub cost an extraordinary one hundred and fifty–six pounds, an amount she (nor anyone else, I’m 

sure) could never truly justify spending on a pot of face–cream, even if she had read the blurb on their site: 

 

Do You Believe in Miracles? 

If miracles are unique events that seem hard to explain, then surely the discovery of Crème de la Mer can be described as a 

miracle. 

 

Despite my uncertainty over their lax definition of ‘miracles’, which should surely involve a suspension of the normal laws 

of the universe, I was seduced by the extravagant price, the promise of a ‘Miracle Broth
TM
’, and enthusiastic 

recommendations from those who know about such things. I bought some for Mum and perhaps a pot as well for myself – 

not that it’s any of your business. A lovely gift, I thought. The brand, I was assured, was legendary, and I expected 

excitement from its lucky recipient when she unwrapped this gift on Christmas Day. 

But when the family was gathered for present–opening at my younger brother’s house – after an excellent turkey and just 

before a moving duet of ‘Something Stupid’ on Singstar by me and the mother in question – no gasp of recognition greeted 

the name on the tub as the gift was revealed; no ‘you shouldn’t have!’ escaped her lips to suggest a lady presented at last 

with the astonishing cosmetic indulgence she had always felt herself lacking. Instead she, with due maternal gratitude, acted 

in a way appropriate for one receiving a gift of some quite ordinary moisturiser, and of a brand she did not seem to 

recognise. 

A flash of disappointment was triggered in my gut. I asked if she knew the make. No, she didn’t. I rapidly considered my 

options: 

 

Make no comment and trust that she’d soon realise the superior quality of the product. 

This involved an extraordinary trust in the product and a level of modesty I was unable to find in myself. 

 

Remark that it was a highly regarded brand and that I hoped it lived up to the hype. 

This sounded like the correct response, but it would leave the expenditure of £156 irritatingly unbalanced by a lack of 

acknowledgement of my generosity. 

 

Jokingly point out that it was very expensive. 

But aside from how gauche this would undeniably sound, her idea of `very expensive’ would be unlikely to be as high as 

£156, so I would not only be faced with regret at making the comment about cost, but this would also be exacerbated by a 

frustrated desire to blurt out the exact amount, just so I would know that my bounteousness had been fully appreciated. 

 

Remark that it was a highly regarded brand and suggest that she Google the product to find out about how it was made. 

The curious online mother would find the Crème de la Mer website and stumble across the price–tag herself. 

 

Considering this last the most elegant of the options, I took it. 

Upon reflection, I wonder if the desire for her to have a sense of the price–tag was more about wanting to fuel her with the 

same excitement and anticipation I had for the product than merely to point out that I had spent more than she might have 

imagined on this particular gift. I think this might be the case, for if I now imagine that I had somehow acquired the tub for 



free, I would be more than happy for her to know that, but still want her to appreciate its price in the hope it would raise her 

enjoyment of the product and hopefully her expectations of its effectiveness. 

On this latter subject, it has been shown that a potent method of selling an item is to raise its price dramatically rather than 

lower it, as we associate a higher price with superior quality. I write as someone pathetically influenced by such tactics. 

Only yesterday I was nonchalantly browsing Amazon for a particular DVD with no strong intention of buying it, only to 

find that for whatever reasons of scarcity, it was on sale for around, £80. I immediately bought it. What an arse. 

Even if I had only desired my mother to be as excited as possible about the gift rather than impressed with my munificence, 

we are still left with the fact that I probably wanted that appreciation and excitement to be associated with me. The thought 

exercise necessary to test this is simple: would I have been happy giving the gift anonymously? Would I have felt a sting of 

jealousy or disappointment had my brother given her the same product in the larger–size tub? The answers are Not Entirely 

and At Some Level Yes Probably. So do we not seek to direct that warm glow of kindness back upon ourselves from the 

first moment we consider the kind act? 

Well, if this is selfishness, then bring it on. It is not, in these times, a mark of the publicly admired personality to be 

particularly kind (and if it were, there would be no need to recommend it), and we are told to be wary of kindness as if it 

only masked weakness or a desire to manipulate. Our ambivalent relationship with this most admirable trait seems to be due 

to our distrust of it in our natures. In the fifth century, the once–rowdy teenager and erstwhile lover of concubines 

Augustine of Hippo, one of the most influential figures in the development of Christianity, unforgivably burdened us all 

with the first clear outlining of the doctrine of original sin. With it came the notion that only though self–sacrifice can we 

transcend our bestial natures to achieve ‘caritas’, the Christian understanding of kindness, achievable only through God’s 

grace. This answered, in its day, the question of how man, created in God’s image, could be so unpleasant and cruel. 

Without hard work and suppression, it was explained, we are violent and merciless. 

Augustine was Catholic, but the sixteenth–century Protestant Reformation took his unforgiving view of our natures and 

made it far bleaker. Luther, the leader of the Reformation, and his disciple John Calvin, the French theologian, painted a 

deeply anti–human picture of us as driven to evil and deserving to burn for eternity. This aspect of Christianity, which 

vilifies humanity (without its God) and denies the pleasure of this life in favour of a posited hereafter, was particularly 

loathed by Friedrich Nietzsche, the ruthless moustachioed champion of human potential. The Protestants were a business–

savvy bunch, and as Adam Phillips’ and Barbara Taylor’s charming book On Kindness tells us, they swiftly demoted 

‘caritas’ to institutionalised ‘charity’, and the very notion of brotherly love was lost beneath the new commercial spirit and 

religious conflicts. 

John Calvin gave us lofty metaphysics; Thomas Hobbes gave us a dim, cynical view of human nature, and thus boys and 

tigers are named. Hobbes, a seventeenth–century English philosopher reacting to the after–effects of the Reformation and 

religious vainglory, saw us as ego–driven power–machines where all seeming good intentions mask entirely self–serving 

motives. Hobbes’ profoundly disheartening view of our natures remains with us today. His toxic impact was so strong that 

even with the Enlightenment’s reaction against his pessimism and the new celebration of a human ‘fellow–feeling’ 

unshackled by torturous theology, we still find it very hard to think that motives are ever genuinely altruistic. 

These ghosts of Hobbes, and more substantially of Freud, still haunt us, and have us read into our kindness ulterior motives 

and even veiled aggression. [2] This is a shame, for a simpler view to take is that there is a genuine and important pleasure 

to be taken in kindness; in giving gifts, buying dinners and treating others generously. 

Buying dinner! To any of you who always split the bill or have dinner bought for you by others, you are missing out on a 

pleasure far richer than that of a free meal. Try paying the bill next time and see what I mean. A few months before Harold 

Pinter died, I found myself dining a few tables from him and his wife in a reputed London restaurant. The classic film 

version of The Birthday Party had made a great impression on me as a schoolboy, and I had come to find him fascinating 

and frightening as I grew up: undoubtedly his performance in that film and the eerie oppressiveness of his dialogue set a 

tone which only my later appreciation of his political views and intellectual rigour allowed to mature into a fuller awareness 

of his particular iconic magnificence. My image of him as a physical being, however, drawn from that film and the few 



grainy black–and–white photographs I had seen, remained as foreboding as his heavy–set face, black hair and eternally 

sixties sideburns. 

Then, as an adult, though still a few years before the evening in question, I saw him for the first time in the flesh, dining out 

a few days after his Nobel Prize speech. He was far older, frail, and had recently taken a fall. It was the first time I had seen 

him as a living human being, let alone one so delicate, and I was mesmerised. Later, he had to walk right behind me to 

leave, and as he limped past I froze over my meal, feeling a giddy graze with greatness. 

This was not the only time I was to see him at dinner: favouring, as we seemed to, the same group of restaurants, it 

happened again and again. By the fifth time, which was the occasion with which we are concerned, and having by this point 

overcome the instinctive motor and digestive shut–down that our proximity seemed to evoke in me, I wondered if it might 

not cause offence to anonymously and discreetly pick up the tab at his table. 

Once before I had tried this ploy and been discouraged. I had found myself sat not far from Michael Winner in one of said 

restaurants, and the extraordinary man had come over to say hello. I had enjoyed his company so much that when I came to 

pay for my meal, I asked the maître–d’ if I might quietly cover Michael’s too; but after some discussion among the staff I 

was advised that it was a terrible idea: he was, it was tactfully and professionally explained, a generous and proud soul and 

such a gesture might cause umbrage. Here, clearly, is a man who well knows the pleasure of buying dinner for others. I 

might have insisted, but upon being cleverly informed that his caviar course alone had come to around ten times my own 

bill, I quickly acceded to their professional wisdom. 

However, I was assured by an equally knowledgeable staff member that Harold Pinter would not be upset, and I arranged to 

pick up the playwright’s tab anonymously as I gathered my book and coat to leave. I say ‘anonymously’: I cannot for a 

second imagine that my name would have meant anything to either him or Lady Antonia, but the last thing I wanted was to 

provoke the urge of reciprocity and therefore any courteous concern on their part that they should have to respond in some 

way. The point is only that I left warmed by a happy glow that evening, and that glow was unavoidably a selfish one: for 

the possibility that this :great man might be touched by the gesture – and that therefore I had made some infinitesimal, 

unattributed impact upon him – was enough to leave me reeling. 

From most kind acts there may stem the potential for reciprocal favours, and intertwined with them a desire for the other 

person to like us more, but rather than these being embarrassing and confusing truths to torture those seeking purity, they 

can also teach us a very valuable lesson. Of course it does rather defeat the purpose of being kind if our motives are selfish. 

But to understand that kindness can genuinely be of benefit to the person being kind, quite aside from any reciprocation, as 

much as to the person having the benevolence conferred upon him, is to appreciate that it is a richer approach to life than its 

sickly–sweet overtones may at first suggest. Kindness makes us all happier. 

Since the start of the twentieth century, as Freud’s remarkable ideas seeped into the mainstream, the field of clinical 

psychology has been far more concerned with the question of how things go wrong, and how problems should be fixed, 

than with taking the initiative to teach how we can be happier. Until very recently, in the absence of hard research, this task 

was left to the self–help industry, which is largely content with short–term, quick–fix solutions to life’s problems. This 

general lack of lasting efficacy is hidden among proud rhetoric, sarcasm towards clinical testing, and an overwhelming 

reliance on anecdote as evidence – barely different from the alternative health industry. For many, such techniques can be 

enlightening and useful in the short term, but for the searcher after a longer–term antidote, the only route offered seemed to 

be one of joining the cult: buying the books, attending the courses, and talking the right language. 

In very recent times, a new movement known as ‘Positive Psychology’ has arisen to fill the gap left by the lack of grownup 

empirical research and plastered over by self–help fads. It is a serious move to find out what really makes us happy, and 

then to teach real techniques and approaches to life that make an unfeigned long–term difference. It is also very challenging 

reading, for the results are often counter–intuitive, or uncomfortably close to home. And there in the middle of it all we find 

kindness. 

Most of what we think will make us happier does exactly that for a little while, and then loses its power. A bigger house, a 

new car or any other conspicuous acquirement does give us a buzz of pleasure, but it is a fleeting enough sensation which, 

once it has subsided, leaves us no happier than we were before. And that place we return to is our default setting: a plateau 



of general happiness, our state of general contentment. A major key to achieving a fulfilled and happy existence, it would 

seem, is in raising that plateau by adopting behaviours that continue to generate happiness and make our default level 

higher. This is, however, an easy point to miss when we are densely surrounded by advertising media that insist we 

shamefully lack all the things that will, according to their glossy insinuations, make us feel complete. And what are those 

practices and habits we should seek to put in place? Kindness emerges as one of the most effective. Again and again, 

experimenters realised that the feeling of pleasure derived from committing an act of altruism far outlasts the pleasure 

caused by treating oneself. While we quickly adapt to acquiring nice things in our lives, we do not acclimatise to the 

pleasure of helping others. It raises that default setting of happiness to which we revert when the initial joy of a new toy has 

passed. 

I write this while eagerly awaiting (and disappointed by the very late arrival of) two new digital cameras ordered online. 

Both of them – a Canon 5D Mark II SLR and a Panasonic LX3 Lyca–lensed pocket beauty – are currently at the cutting 

edge of their respective worlds, and in my eagerness to receive them I resemble a child waiting to run into my parents’ 

bedroom at four a.m. on Christmas morning to bounce on the bed and empty my bladder on to their chests with excitement. 

I am also extending my apartment by conjoining it with the flat next door, and while the immediate exhilaration is not as 

charged as that created by the much–anticipated and belated Amazon package, I do imagine I shall enjoy a vastly improved 

existence welcoming over–awed visitors to my monstrous London uber–pad. I delight in new technology on the one hand, 

and on the other have loved the idea of a sprawling living space ever since seeing the beautifully tangled result of knocking 

through from one apartment to another when, as a student, I visited the labyrinthine home of Dominic LeFoe, a 

charismatically anachronistic music–hall impresario who embodied exactly the white–goateed, bejewelled–cane–and–

waistcoated Dickensian aesthetic I privately had in mind for myself at that preposterously precocious age. 

I am very aware that neither camera nor expanded flat will really make me happier than I am now. Doubtless by the time I 

have finished writing this chapter the cameras will have arrived, the flat will be as cluttered with debris as it is now, and I 

shall realise that, perversely, the most enjoyable aspect of their entry into my life was the anticipation of their arrival. [3] 

On the one hand I know these types of acquisitions will do nothing for me after the initial excitement has lapsed; on the 

other I cannot resist them. Meanwhile, the findings of the Positive Psychologists are a comfort, for if the cameras break or 

the flat purchase falls through, I shan’t feel that I have seriously lost out. 

Although one likes to imagine that success brings with it a need for, or even a presumption of, social skills, it is a sad truth 

that the wealthy tend to be among the least kind of us. Witness the successful executive who charms the bespoke pants off 

his dinner colleague in a restaurant, but treats the waiter with dismissive contempt. Unfortunately, for those of us who live 

in a world where a personal assistant and similar luxuries are necessary to function productively, an unfair expectation can 

arise of how easily life should fall into place, and therefore when it doesn’t, a revolting tendency to blame others for not 

doing their job properly is a common reaction. A diner having a row with a waiter in a swanky restaurant chills the blood in 

a way that a quarrel over a pizza order elsewhere would never do. Compassion is rarely the custom of the privileged. How 

different things would be if that were not the case. 

A poet I knew once suggested, while addressing a group of students, that the would–be versifiers improve their skills by 

writing a poem first thing each morning. When one of the students complained that it took her weeks to write a poem that 

she was happy with, and that the idea of writing one every morning seemed an impossibility, his answer was brilliant: 

‘Lower your standards.’ This is also one answer recommended by the Roman philosopher and statesman Annaeus Seneca: 

if you have high expectations of how smoothly life will glide forward every day, you will be routinely disappointed and 

therefore prone to anger. Lower those expectations, and the world becomes a less frustrating and therefore more delightful 

place. 

When we are customarily annoyed by what we see as the failings of others, we are judging them by a ludicrous standard: 

we are assuming that they fully understand our desires, quite possibly better than we do, and that they have nothing to do 

but arrange things to fall seamlessly into place around our probably ill–communicated wishes. Part of kindness therefore 

involves a more realistic appraisal of our impact upon other people, and being aware of our tendency to cast them as cameo 

roles in the fascinating epic of our own lives. This in turn reminds us of the elusively obvious fact that those we meet are 

already leading lives as complicated as our own; that people very rarely act or talk in a way that to them seems stupid, cruel 



or unjustified, and that therefore in arguments with anyone other than the most painfully slow–witted we would benefit far 

more from understanding and incorporating the viewpoint we find so inconceivable than being outraged at its 

unreasonableness. Each of us is leading a difficult life, and when we meet people we are seeing only a tiny part of the 

thinnest veneer of their complex, troubled existences. To practise anything other than kindness towards them, to treat them 

in any way save generously, is to quietly deny their humanity. 

 

 

Footnotes: 

 

[1] 

This is the same impulse that drives women to pay for extensive and unnecessary plastic surgery. They do not achieve their 

goal of looking more attractive, in the same way that those intent on improving themselves through dedicated courses also 

miss their ambition of becoming improved people. The women instead achieve the familiar look of one who has ‘had work 

done’, and in parallel, the self–improved are rewarded with a similarly unconvincing, somewhat caricatured version of what 

they had hoped for. At least the woman of a certain age who has chosen to greet her world with an unchanging mien of 

tense astonishment has a curious status about her; typically the person who has been taught how to have a loud, ‘motivated’ 

personality is simply an embarrassment. 

 

 

[2] 

I sometimes wonder if Freud killed Dickens. Once the vague notion has filtered down to us that acts of true love and self–

sacrifice disguise selfish unconscious desires, we are left to scoff at the florid chronicles of such noble behaviour that form 

much of Dickens’ heart–tugging, orphan–laden tales, treating them as sadly improbable and two–dimensional. We would 

be more convinced now by a complex alternative drama of motherless Oliver Twist’s psychosexual development than by 

Dickens’ broader characterisation of his eponymous hero. 

We may now find the depictions of these do–gooders simplistic and unfashionable, but we flock instead to the 

uncomplicated narratives of uplifting television programmes – Oprah Winfrey, Secret Millionaire, and so on – to warm our 

hearts in the same way. And it is a beautiful thing to weep with happiness at the openly engineered scenes of selflessness 

that frequently play out in this medium, and to be willingly manipulated by superficial, pared–down tales of rewarded 

goodness, all our cynicism suspended. 

Scientists have studied the particular soul–soaring sensation of elevation we derive from watching these ‘real–life’ events 

unfold within the far–from–real–life frame of the small screen. It seems that something called the ‘vagus nerve’ may be 

affected by such experiences, which affects the heart rate and works with a hormone called oxytocin to provide feelings of 

calmness and a desire for bonding. Interestingly, oxytocin also happens to regulate lactation: in one test worth mentioning, 

it was found that nursing mothers shown a particularly uplifting episode of The Oprah Winfrey Show produced far more 

breast–milk than a control group watching comedy clips. I was pleased, when reading of this eccentric experiment, to 

observe that the scientists in question had had their conclusions poetically prefigured by Lady Macbeth centuries before, in 

her ‘milk of human kindness’ soliloquy. I wonder if faint memories of early English lessons, shapeless and shifting but 

nigglingly poignant, stirred within these lab–coated researchers as they collected and measured the warm, watery cupfuls. 

When we witness others being kind and in turn feel this elation, we are surprisingly not especially moved to replicate it. As 

this hormone produces such calming emotions, we are not prone to be driven to action by its release, despite how much the 

kind acts otherwise move us. 

In Dickens, as in television, we are thankfully spared the pedestrian layer of meddlesome real life, which would throw the 

clear variables of a crafted tale into chaos and leave us cold. It takes the careful removal of this unpredictable stratum (and 



all the unhelpful conflicts and distractions it contains) to create a coherent contrivance upon which we can intuitively hang 

our feelings. 

The distinction between fiction–story and real–life–story was brought home to me by an incident related by a friend, L–. He 

was on a train, returning to London after attending the funeral of his closest friend. His soul–mate, a young man in his early 

twenties, had lived a richly spiritual life, which he had himself ended in a tragic act of self–destruction. Travelling home, 

L– was deeply lost in that peculiar wretched reverie which we can imagine the mixed emotions of the service had produced 

in him. Sat in the carriage, oblivious to the other passengers and the trundling of the train, his mind dwelt on the 

significance of the loss of his friend; his soul ached within him, and his thoughts and yearnings grew grand and melancholy 

as his heavy heart reached out across dark expanses. 

And then, at that moment, before him in the air, coloured gold by the soft light from a low London sun which now revealed 

itself through the window, there appeared a tiny, dancing airborne feather. Impossibly light, it hovered, somehow held, six 

inches or so from L–’s face, by turns motionless, then spirited into coaxing, winking whirls and pirouettes by the warm air, 

and far beyond it the silent carriage had slipped into some timeless golden world and nothing moved save for this floating, 

fleeting apparition. 

L–’s heart surged and lifted; his darkness fell away before the unlikely feather that seemed to have found him there, a token 

from another dimension. He smiled and went to blow it, playfully, in order to watch it rise and spin and fall before him. His 

intention, at least, was to blow, but as he drew a preparatory breath he unintentionally sucked the feather into his mouth 

and, with the full force of floor–fluff flying into the nozzle of a vacuum cleaner, it shot to the back wall of his throat and 

clung there. A sudden, violent fit of rasping coughing ensued as his body tried to dislodge the intruder. Eyes streaming, he 

began to gag, and as the other passengers recoiled, he reached into his mouth and tried to scrape it from his throat wall with 

a fingernail, retching on to his fingers, convulsing spastically as the train heaved into Waterloo. 

 

 

[3] 

Ordering from Amazon, which I do several times a week, brings with it several instances of enjoyment that far outweigh 

the supposedly delightful but in actuality rather crowded, noisy and disappointing experience of browsing through real 

objects on real shelves in real shops. These three moments arc: 

 

Finding the item immediately 

Much as the successful online retail revolution is supposed to have us rueing the declining practice of browsing through 

bookshops for desired titles, there is a deep joy in entering the name of an obscure book into a rectangular box on the 

screen, at an equally obscure hour of the night, and near–instantaneously being faced with a long list showing every edition 

available from anywhere in the world. In a second, my computer has connected with the records of bookshops all over the 

globe, as well as the gargantuan storage units of Amazon itself that are sometimes passed in the car, yielding extraordinary 

glimpses of minute, innumerable DVDs and books on endless shelves through their tall windows – an image reminiscent of 

the final scene of Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark. It has found the records, searched through them to see who 

has the title I’m after, and then has presented them to me along with dinky images of their covers and an option to flick 

through a few pages. And it will do this whenever I want it to, apart from when my internet is down. Life is astonishing. 

 

Ordering the item 

Unlike in a bookshop, online ordering allows us to enjoy the purchasing of a desired book, DVD or gadget as a quite 

separate joy–moment from when we first grasped it in our hands. We can experience the delight in securing the item as our 

own, and then, a day or two later, when it has slipped from our mind, the even greater glee of opening the package and 

finally handling it. Two joys for the price of one. As if this were not wonderful enough, there is also the extraordinarily 



appealing ‘one–click’ method of buying, which still makes me slightly giddy with delight each time I use it. Minor 

celebrity may bring with it an ever–present flurry of talented individuals devoted to keeping one happy, well groomed and 

topped up with coffee and sushi, but I don’t think anything makes me feel quite as pampered as causing a book to be 

selected from a shelf, wrapped up and posted to me with a single mouse–click. I barely even have to press a button: my 

finger is already on the mouse. 

 

Receiving the item 

DVD covers can now be read, and books can be smelt, before being put on the shelf and forgotten about entirely. On 

occasion I have known cellophane wraps, never removed, to entirely biodegrade on my shelf before the DVD inside has 

been watched. 


