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It is a curious fact that the last remaining form of social life in which the people of 
London are still interested is Twitter. I was struck with this curious fact when I 
went on one of my periodical holidays to the sea-side, and found the whole place 
twittering like a starling-cage. I called it an anomaly, and it is. 
 
I spoke to the sexton, whose cottage, like all sexton's cottages, is full of antiquities 
and interesting relics of former centuries. I said to him, "My dear sexton, what does 
all this twittering mean?" And he replied, "Why, sir, of course it means Twitter." 
"Ah!" I said, "I know about that. But what is Twitter?" 
 
"It is a system of short and pithy sentences strung together in groups, for the 
purpose of conveying useful information to the initiated, and entertainment and 
the exercise of wits to the initiated, and entertainment and the exercise of wits to the 
rest of us." 
 
"Very interesting," I said. "Has it a name?" 
"It has," he said; "it is called Twitter. 
"Yes," I said, "I know that, but what is it?" 
"It is a system of information," he said. 
"Oh, yes," I replied; "but what is it?" 
 
"Why, sir," he said, "you can go up to any of the gentlemen you see twittering in the 
street, and say to him, 'You are a fool,' or 'Your wife is an adulteress,' or 'You have 
stolen that hat,' and if he is a member of the initiated he will answer you in the same 
form and tell you that you are a liar, or that your eyes resemble the eyes of a duck, or 
that you have stepped out of your part in the last charade you acted in, or that you 
were for a short time a statistician in a Government Office, and he will go on to tell 
you the whole story of your life, in language so exceedingly small and pointed that 
even you will be glad you can't understand it. 
 
There are more than seven thousand gentlemen in London who have taken a 
life-lease of Twitter, and are allowed to twitter freely and without let or hindrance 
on any subject they like, and nobody is allowed to contradict them." 
I said, "That is a very attractive form of amusement." 



"It is," he said; "at the end of a dozen years a man is the most entertaining company 
in London." 
 
"But how do the other people amuse themselves?" I asked. 
 
"They twitter," he replied. "There are thousands and thousands of gentlemen in 
London who are not allowed to twitter freely. They can only twitter when they are 
asked questions, and the effect is very like the effect of those cross-examinations that 
used to take place before magistrates in the days when our judges were not so 
refined as they are now. The magistrate would say, 'So you stole that watch,' and the 
criminal, who had not stolen the watch at all, but only had a tender conscience and 
had just been running away from his friends to avoid answering some awkward 
question about a girl, would say, 'No, I didn't steal it.' The magistrate would say, 
'Don't lie; I have evidence to prove that you did.' Then the criminal would say, 'Oh, 
well, if you put it that way, I did steal it, but it's a very good watch, and you ought 
to be glad I stole it.' Then the magistrate would say, 'Oh, you did steal it. You know 
you did steal it. You admit that you stole it, so we won't waste any more time over 
the matter.' That would be a sample of Twitter." 
 
Then I said to the sexton, "The people of London twitter every day on more or less 
useful subjects, do they not?" 
 
"They do," he said; "you may meet with any amount of twittering in London on any 
subject you can think of from politics to the so-called higher mathematics." 
"Do they not find out," I said, "that a twitter on mathematics would be as useful as a 
twitter on Shakespeare?" "No," he said, "they are two distinct subjects. I will explain 
the difference by an analogy." 
 
"Do," I said. 
 
"Well," he said, "suppose I had a ring with a note inside it that you were to open in 
the event of my death. In that case I could make the note of any length I liked." 
 
"That is just the point," I said. 
 
"I could have a long note that you would only open after many years, and you 
would find it full of the most interesting information about that foreign country 
you are always telling me about. Or I could have a very short note, quite a twitter, 
about going out to walk in the country with you to-morrow. The short note would 



convey just as much information as the long note, if you got it at once, but if you 
waited for the long note you would get information about foreign countries for 
nothing." 

 
"Oh, yes," I said. 
 
"Now, in the same way," he said, "mathematics are the long notes and their 
application to daily life is the short notes." 
 
"I understand that perfectly," I said. 
 
"Do you, sir?" he said. "Then suppose I tell you that some men have short notes on 
mathematics, and others have long notes on mathematics. Now the short-note men 
twitter all the week, and the long-note men twitter only on Sundays." 
 
"That is quite true," I said. 
 
"Now, suppose I was to tell you that I had taken out a lease of Twitter and could 
twitter whenever I liked, could I not?" 
 
"Yes," I said, "I suppose you could." 
 
"Suppose I twitter," he said, "that it is better to spend money freely in youth than in 
old age. Is that useful?" 
 
"No," I said. 
 
"Very well," he said. "Suppose I say that marriage is the firmest foundation for 
happiness, is that true?" 
 
"I will let you know that when I am married," I said. 
 
"Suppose," he said, "I say that a nice hot cup of tea is the best thing in the world for 
a hungry man in the morning. Is that useful?" 
 
"Not as useful," I said, "as a cold bath." 
 
"And suppose I say that cherry brandy is better than champagne for a convalescent." 
 



"That would depend," I said, "on the convalescence." 
 
"Then I am as useful as anybody else." 
 
"Just so," I said. 
 
Then he went on, "All the other Twitter gentlemen have to wait for questions to 
twitter upon. I am the only one who can twitter what I please." 
 
"It is a grand position," I said. 
 
"It is," he said. "I am in a position to say that the ends of life are love and hate, music 
and silence. I have tweeted as much hundreds of times, and everybody has laughed 
and gone away, and afterwards, when they have been too busy or too tired to say 
anything else, they have remembered the old sexton's saying, 'The ends of life are 
love and hate, music and silence,' and have been very much pleased with themselves 
for remembering it. If I were to write a book, it would be called 'Two Thousand 
One Hundred and Eighty-nine.'" 
 
"It sounds a very suitable title," I said. 
 
"I am the only person," he said, "who can remember the Flood as well as the present 
year. I am the only person who has tweeted the exact number of bricks that were 
used in the Tower of Babel, and the exact number of tiles that were used to cover 
the house of the evil-doer in the city of the plain. When a man has tweeted that 
much he is in a position to twitter anything he likes." 
 
"I congratulate you," I said, "on the field you have won." 
 
"Thank you," he said. "The object of the exercise is to make people talk; and that is 
what they have been doing all day and all night for hundreds of years. Don't you 
think that it is a wonderful thing that a man who has never opened a book should 
be able to keep a whole society in talk by the twitter of a summer-house?" 
 
"Yes," I said, "it seems to me a remarkable achievement." 
 
"As I said before," he replied, "I am a peculiarly fortunate man. I am one of the 
seven thousand." 
 



Then I said to him, "What is the object of the exercise?" 
 
"It is to keep people talking," he said. "I will tell you what happened. 
"Twelve thousand years ago, just as people were beginning to get tired of doing all 
their talking with their tongues, which have such limited capacities, a certain 
number of persons discovered that it was possible to do it with their fingers, which 
have such unlimited capacities. The discovery was not made simultaneously by the 
whole of the twelve thousand. Some people began, as usual, and others followed, as 
usual; and it was those who followed who decided that it was the twitter that 
mattered. The twitter was not taken very seriously at first. For a long time there was 
considerable doubt as to whether it was or was not an advantage to the world. 
People went on doing their talking with their tongues just the same as if there were 
no such thing as a twitter. That was because they were sceptical about the value of 
the invention. There are many inventions in the world which were invented by 
persons of whose ability we have no knowledge, and are therefore sceptical of the 
value of their inventions. Twitter is an example of that. I could quote you a 
hundred other cases. 
 
Twitter had its first successes in England; and the chief of them was the conversion 
of the Duke of Portland. It is a curious fact that the old duke was one of the first 
people to invent a twitter. But the duke invented one which was not like that which 
is popular at present. The duke's twitter was put together in such a way that it could 
be carried about with him in his pocket. You pulled a string, and it made a noise, 
but that was not a twitter. That was a sort of a speciality twitter. A man with his 
brain in his pocket might walk about the streets of London shouting at people; but 
he could not twitter. 
 
The duke was one of the earliest English twittering-drones, and one of the first to 
see the superiority of the twitter over the tongue. He knew that the twitter could be 
carried about, like the cowpox, in the pocket. He knew that any man with the right 
instrument could go about among his fellow-men twittering, and so keep them 
talking without intermission, and keep them from doing anything else except 
twittering back to him. The people would talk more and more, and after a time they 
would find they had nothing to talk about except themselves, and then they would 
have to invent ways of inventing things to talk about. Twitter, like the cowpox, 
seems to have that effect on mankind. 
 
The duke, however, was not satisfied with inventing a twitter that would twitter. 
He felt that the true function of a twitter was to keep people talking. And to do 



that, it would be necessary to do what the inventor of the pump is supposed to have 
done when he found out how to make a pump work. I mean that he would have to 
go about showing his invention to every one he met, and explaining how it worked, 
and giving a demonstration of it. After a while the twitter would spread by itself, 
and everybody in England would have one; and then it would spread all over the 
world, and then people would begin to find that they had to talk to each other on a 
subject of some sort, and the invention of conversation would begin. People who 
were too lazy to make conversation would find they had to invent it. 
Soon after that the twitter would be improved and made portable, so that it would 
no longer be necessary to carry about a large gilt chamber-pot in one's pocket. Then 
it would no longer be necessary to pull a string to twitter. Anybody who chose 
could twitter by simply pressing a button. 
 
By that time, however, the twitter would have spread to other parts of the world; 
and in the tropical forests the monkeys and the men who live in the trees would 
twitter in their own particular way, while the elephants in India would twitter 
differently from the elephants in Africa. 
 
Then it would spread to the stars, and the twitters would be in every language; and 
people would twitter to the twitters all the time, and get no answer, because there 
would be no one to twitter to them. 
 
Then it would spread to the sun, and the twitters would all burst with the heat; and 
all twittering would be over the world. There would be nothing left for any one to 
do but to sit on the sea-shore with his legs in the sea, and twitter to the twitters who 
were twittering to the twitters who were twittering, and be happy, because there 
would be nothing else to do. 
 
"You have a vivid imagination, sexton," I said. "But what do you twitter?" 
"Everything," he replied. "One goes on until one knows that one's tweets are 
universally known. Then one goes on for a little longer, and then one stops." 
"Why do you stop?" I said. 
 
"For two reasons," he said. "The first is that it is no longer necessary. The twitter is 
now worldwide. No one can go anywhere without hearing it in a concentrated 
form, to fit the intellect of the traveler. The second is that you have not your mind 
in your pocket, and cannot twitter yourself. That is why I continue to twitter. In 
order to keep myself in the twittering mood." 


