Conversation on conversation

“The principle that it is rude to interrupt another speaker goes back at least to Cicero, writing in 44BC, who said that good conversation required “alternation” among participants. In his essay “On Duties”, Cicero remarked that nobody, to his knowledge, had yet set down the rules for ordinary conversation, though many had done so for public speaking. He had a shot at it himself, and quickly arrived at the sort of list that self-help authors have been echoing ever since. The rules we learn from Cicero are these: speak clearly; speak easily but not too much, especially when others want their turn; do not interrupt; be courteous; deal seriously with serious matters and gracefully with lighter ones; never criticise people behind their backs; stick to subjects of general interest; do not talk about yourself; and, above all, never lose your temper.

Probably only two cardinal rules were lacking from Cicero's list: remember people's names, and be a good listener. Each of these pieces of advice also has a long pedigree. At a pinch you might trace the point about names back to Plato. Both found a persuasive modern advocate in Dale Carnegie, a teacher of public speaking who decided in 1936 that Americans needed educating more broadly in “the fine art of getting along”. His book How to Win Friends and Influence People is still in print 70 years later and has sold 15m copies. To remember names, and to listen well, are two of Carnegie's “six ways to make people like you”. The others are to become genuinely interested in other people; smile; talk in terms of the other person's interests; and make the other person feel important. 

Cicero's rules of conversation seem to have been fairly common across cultures as well as time, if varying in strictness. It might reasonably be said that Italians are more tolerant of interruption, Americans of contradiction, and the English of formality, for example.”  From The Economist, Dec. 12, 2006


“Conversation is not an enterprise designed to yield an extrinsic profit, a contest where a winner gets a prize, nor is it an activity of exegesis; it is an unrehearsed intellectual adventure. It is with conversation as with gambling; its significance lies neither in winning nor in losing, but in wagering. Properly speaking, it is impossible in the absence of a diversity of voices: in it different universes of discourse meet, acknowledge each other’ and enjoy an oblique relationship that neither requires nor forecasts their being assimilated to one another.

 
This, I believe, is the appropriate image of human intercourse, appropriate because it recognizes the qualities, the diversities, and the proper relationships of human utterances. As civilized human beings, we are the inheritors, neither of an inquiry about ourselves and the world, nor of an accumulating body of information, but of a conversation, begun in the primeval forests and extended and made more articulate in the course of centuries. It is a conversation which goes on both in public and within each of ourselves. Of course there is argument and inquiry and information, but wherever these are profitable they are to be recognized as passages in this conversation, and perhaps they are not the most captivating of the passages. It is the ability to participate in this conversation, and not the ability to reason cogently, to make discoveries about the world, or to contrive a better world, which distinguishes the human being from the animal and the civilized man from the barbarian. Indeed, it seems not improbable that it was the engagement in this conversation (where talk is without a conclusion) that gave us our present appearance, man being descended from a race of apes who sat in talk so long and so late that they wore out their tails. Education, properly speaking, is an initiation into the skill and partnership of this conversation in which we learn to recognize the voices, to distinguish the proper occasions of utterance, and in which we acquire the intellectual and moral habits appropriate to conversation. And it is this conversation that, in the end, gives place and character to every human activity and utterance.” From Michael Oakeshott, “The Voice of Poetry in the Conversation of Mankind”

“The conversation was good on the raft that carried Miss Watson's Jim and Huckleberry Finn down the Mississippi. With quiet evenings darkening over the river the talk drifted whimsically, as good conversation should. The earning power of kings was discussed, and the misfortune that required Frenchmen to talk in French. Social problems were explored: Wouldn't the racket of quarreling wives and colicky children in a fully populated harem make a husband's life intolerable?

A fine exercise in philosophical speculation took place when Jim challenged the received opinion about the wisdom of King Solomon. As Mark Twain tells it, Jim not only questioned the very nature of wisdom, a question worthy of Socrates, but also lightened this ponderous exchange with tongue-in-cheek raillery. Solomon's famous proposal to cut a child in two and give half to each of two women who claimed to be its mother was proof that Solomon lacked good sense, Jim said, for "what use is a half a chile?"

These discussions between two socially disreputable Americans—a runaway slave and a seldom-washed boy —may seem at first glance not at all what Stephen Miller has in mind in his meandering and entertaining essay on "the art of conversation." Miller lavishes a great deal of attention on Europeans of the powdered-wig era and this, combined with his frequent references to an "art" of conversation, may leave art-shy readers with the impression that good talk is strictly for the elite. Not so. Huck and Jim—and who could be less elite?—enjoy some of literature's memorable conversation by intuitively following principles laid down by masters of the art.

  Thus: Both participants listen attentively to each other; neither tries to promote himself by pleasing the other; both are obviously enjoying an intellectual workout; neither spoils the evening's peaceable air by making a speech or letting disagreement flare into anger; they do not make tedious attempts to be witty. They observe classic conversational etiquette with a self-discipline that would have pleased Michel de Montaigne, Samuel Johnson, or any of a dozen other old masters of good talk whom Miller cites as authorities.

This etiquette, Miller says, is essential if conversation is to rise to the level of—well, "good conversation." The etiquette is hard on hotheads, egomaniacs, windbags, clowns, politicians, and zealots. The good conversationalist must never go purple with rage, like people on talk radio; never tell a long-winded story, like Joseph Conrad; and never boast that his views enjoy divine approval, like a former neighbor of mine whose car bumper declared, "God Said It, I Believe It, And That Settles It."


Underlying this code of good manners is the assumption that good conversation is not a lecture, a performance, a diatribe, a sermon, a negotiation, a cross-examination, a confession, a challenge, a display of learning, an oral history, or a proclamation of personal opinion.

Many persons fail in conversation because they so enjoy talking that they cannot bear to listen. Here is Goethe on his meeting with Madame de Staël: "It was an interesting hour. I was unable to get a word in; she talks well, but at length, at great length." Miller quotes an acquaintance of former President Clinton: "He just talks. You don't really have a conversation with him."

William Hazlitt says Coleridge carried "just talking to you" to nonsensical extremes. With his "inexhaustible flow of undulating speech," Coleridge could "talk to all sorts of people on all sorts of subjects, without caring a farthing for their understanding one word he says," Hazlitt said, "and he talks only for admiration and to be listened to."

Rousseau too enjoyed his own talk, but was contemptuous of conversation as practiced in the salons: "Every woman in Paris gathers in her apartment a harem of men more womanish than she." And so on. Miller paints the great Romantic as a blowhard who took such pleasure in celebrating himself that he was incapable of the etiquette required for conversation….

Miller is pessimistic about the future of the conversational art in America and finds few witnesses who are not. The common explanation at the moment is the "polarized" state of our politics, which is said to be so advanced that sensible folk scarcely dare speak on any subject more arresting than food and weather for fear of igniting some human powder keg in a conversation-ending spew of rage. This is to surrender to an excess of politeness which, as La Rochefoucauld observed, can become a kind of slavery

Early-eighteenth-century England offers a parallel. Embroiled in the War of the Spanish Succession, England too seemed to be "polarized." Defoe described how anger about the war made conversation difficult:

“Unhappy Nation! What End can these Things lead us to? Not a Publick Society, not a Coffee-house, not a meeting of Friends, not a Visit, but like Jehu to Jezebel, who is on my side? Who? Who is for Peace? Who is for carrying on the War?”

Politicians had "worked the Nation into a most unnatural Ferment," Addison wrote when starting the Spectator. Its aim, he said, would be to calm the country's "furious Party-Sprit, [which] when it rages in its full Violence, exerts it self in Civil War and Bloodshed." Miller seems a bit too quick to blame our bilious political condition for the stifling of conversation. Americans have more often than not in the past been enraged about politics. Rage over the slavery issue produced wholesale political murder in Kansas and assault and battery in the Senate, but it did not prevent Lincoln and Douglas from discussing it publicly in one of the best conversations ever heard. Americans could not have been more "polarized"—they were about to start killing each other in civil warfare—but conversation did not fail; the Constitution did.

Many factors unrelated to political fury are working to stop conversation, and some of them go very deep. One is the decline of the love for language and phrasemaking, which used to be as common among the plain people of America as among English majors. People incapable of taking pleasure in expressing themselves are not likely to be much good at conversation.

The lifting of restraints on coarse speech, for example, is usually viewed as a gain for free expression; yet, good as this may be for freedom, it may be crippling to expression. To illustrate, imagine that an eminent and powerful statesman—say Vice President Cheney —wishes to respond offensively when greeted by a senator who irritates him. Think of the glorious variety of cruelly stinging words the American language places at his disposal. Which shall he select? Poor Cheney, thrust suddenly into this very situation last year, experienced a total language failure that left him powerless to say anything but "Go fuck yourself."

A distinguished American resorting to this worn-out old relic of slum argot when a brilliant insult is called for—this is evidence that we are losing the language skill required for the art of conversation. Once upon a time our politicians could bring artistry to the handling of the language. In the 1890s, Speaker of the House Thomas Reed could dispose of one irritating colleague by observing that "with a few more brains he could be a halfwit," and of another by saying, "He never opens his mouth without subtracting from the sum of human intelligence." A mere fifty years ago I myself heard Senator Everett Dirksen foretell the death of an opponent's bill by saying, "It will have all the impact of a gentle snowflake falling on the broad bosom of the Potomac."

Conversation has always had enemies in America. Consider the popularity of the laconic hero. He is a figure extensively delineated in western movies, especially those directed by John Ford, who boasted of how few words he permitted his actors to speak. As the playwright Herb Gardner once noted, American boys since the Coolidge administration have gone to the movies to learn how to live their lives; it is reasonable to conclude that speech-deprived heroes like John Wayne and Gary Cooper have provided conversation models for the past two or three generations of American men. The result is the silence with which America's laconic male is expected to confront the wonders of life.

In this world men who talk a lot are thought to be comical, ineffectual, or effeminate. Real men keep their thoughts to themselves. If they feel an emotion they are expected to suppress it. In movies, of course, they might express it by firing a gun, blowing up a bridge, or throwing a punch. In real life they can only clench their jaws and silently ponder a couple of cold ones until it passes over.

As Miller explains, the style descends from the Spartans, who inhabited the Greek region of Laconia. The word "laconic" derives from the Greek word lakonizein, which meant to speak in the distinctive Spartan way. Among other things, this involved keeping speech to a minimum. "Spartans thought men who talked a lot were not likely to be men endowed with military spirit," according to Miller.

He describes an oppressively male, homoerotic, military culture in which the only lively art was warfare. Boys were taken from their parents at the age of seven to begin military training and were expected to have a male warrior as lover after the age of twelve. Spartans apparently took pride in avoiding and even being unable to understand complicated discussion. The laconic style has never made for lively conversation….” From Russell Baker, in a review of Conversation: A History of a Declining Art by Stephen Miller

“Conversation itself is another kind of game.  It is a game where we learn to given in to the movement required by questions worth exploring.  The movement in conversation is questioning itself.  Neither my present opinions on the question nor the text's original response to the question, but the question itself, must control every conversation.  A conversation is a rare phenomenon, even for Socrates.  It is not a confrontation.  It is not a debate.  It is not an exam.  It is questioning itself.  It is a willingness to follow the question wherever it may go.  It is dia-logue…. In any of the classic loci of conversation, questioning takes place.  We may pursue conversation with the seriousness of Socrates and Gorgias, with the deftness of Voltaire and Madame du Deffand, or with the rigor of a modern German seminar on the conditions of possibility of conversation itself.  We learn to play the game of conversation when we allow questioning to take over.  We learn when we allow the question to impose its logic, its demands, and ultimately its own rhythm on us.”  From David Tracy, Plurality and Ambiguity
"Debate is masculine, conversation is feminine."  Amos Bronson Alcott

"The true spirit of conversation consists in building on another man's observation, not overturning it." Edward G. Bulwer-Lytton

“Conversation: A fair to the display of the minor mental commodities, each exhibitor being too intent upon the arrangement of his own wares to observe those of his neighbor.”   Ambrose Bierce, The Devil's Dictionary
"There is nothing so dangerous for anyone who has something to hide as conversation! A human being, Hastings, cannot resist the opportunity to reveal himself and express his personality which conversation gives him. Every time he will give himself away."   Agatha Christie

"The great gift of conversation lies less in displaying it ourselves than in drawing it out of others. He who leaves your company pleased with himself and his own cleverness is perfectly well pleased with you."   Jean De La Bruyere

“Sir Isaiah Berlin, a Latvian-born Oxford philosopher who died in 1997, may well have ranked among the greatest conversationalists who ever lived. According to Robert Darnton, a Princeton historian, Berlin's friends would ‘watch him as if he were a trapeze artist, soaring through every imaginable subject, spinning, flipping, hanging by his heels and without a touch of showmanship.’”  From The Economist, Dec. 12, 2006

“It was impossible to get a conversation going; everybody was talking too much.”  Yoggi Berra

