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Praise for Let’s Talk


‘We’re not currently in the golden era of conversation – it has either eroded away into emojis or escalated into online wildfires. Nihal is a master of the art of conversation, one of the country’s finest and smartest interviewers, and his book is both brilliant and necessary. Read this fascinating book and you’ll become a better listener, a better conversationalist and better company’


Adam Kay, author of This is Going to Hurt


‘A brilliant book on the art of conversation. This isn’t some half-hearted celeb effort … a very impassioned defence of conversation as an art and one of the things that can save and retain our humanity in a world of GIFs and emojis and fifteen second digital dopamine hits. Nihal writes as well as he chats and this book is great’


Matt Haig, author of The Midnight Library


‘Nihal is nothing less than the most intelligent interviewer in British broadcasting, so I had high expectations for his book on conversations, and it doesn’t disappoint. It’s clever, original, surprising and reading it made me appreciate why he is so good at what he does – he actually listens to the people he consults. A compulsory book for these divided times’


Sathnam Sanghera, author of Empireland


‘Nihal hits the nail on the head – again, and again, and again. Breaking news: conversation isn't shouting at a crowd on social media. Nihal has rediscovered the art and we are all winners as a result. A terrific book from a terrific broadcaster. Worryingly good’


Jeremy Vine, author of What I Learnt


‘Your willingness to ask a question and genuinely listen and converse, as opposed to trying to ‘‘win’’ the argument, is just so refreshing. An insightful, important read’


Stacey Dooley, author of Are you really OK?


‘If ever a book needed writing it was this one, now. Fascinating and thought-provoking’


Jane Fallon, author of Faking Friends


‘Brilliant in the ear and just as brilliant on the page. To read him is to get a lesson from a master practitioner of the art’


Anita Anand, author of The Patient Assassin


‘The conversation king’


Laura Whitmore, author of No One Can Change Your Life Except For You


‘There is no more important task today than improving the conversations we all have. And there is nobody better to guide us than Nihal Arthanayake’


Matthew d’Ancona, author of Post Truth




For Mrs Rohini Arthanayake, Mr Tilak Arthanayake. Eesha, Aarya and Kingsley. All my amazing friends whose conversational skills uplift and inspire me.
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INTRODUCTION



I have written this book for a simple reason. I want you to understand why it is important that we have better conversations, to unpack exactly what I mean by ‘better conversations’ and to equip you with the tools to start having them. Before we begin, let me dispel any doubts you might have that this book has nothing of value to pass on to you by asking four straightforward questions.




	Do you tend to communicate more through digital means (FaceTime, Microsoft Teams, Zoom, WhatsApp, email, etc.) than by talking to someone in person?


	How many times in the last month have you been distracted by your phone when someone is trying to talk to you?


	In the last five conversations you have had, how much of what the other person said can you remember?


	Do you avoid having difficult conversations?




If you felt a pang of guilt answering any of the above, then Let’s Talk is the defibrillator you need to revive your ability to connect, rather than purely project. It would be a great idea for us all to spend some time thinking about how we really engage with the people in our lives – how much time we spend listening to them and interacting with what they express to us. We all, of course, excuse our lack of engagement by pleading that we are increasingly time-poor. Why should we hold a proper conversation if such a thing can be abbreviated and digitised for greater efficiency? Who needs emotions when emojis will suffice?


And yet, if you have taken a moment for reflection, I think you will have wondered what has happened to public, and even private, discourse in recent years, considered how reductive and divisive conversations have become. This is not how it has to be. We must attempt to recalibrate ourselves to understand and value just how important moments of conversational connection are. If the pace of life, the distractions of technology, the demands on our time and the pressures we put ourselves under are collectively undermining our ability to be in the moment with each other, then we have to do something about that. This book is the beginning of that conversation.


As this is a book about dialogues, I should first allow you the opportunity to ask me a question, and quite a fundamental one at that: what qualifies me to write this book? I am not an academic, as the C, D and E that I underachieved in my A levels will attest. The degree I eventually ended up doing was in history and English literature.* I have no qualifications in the scientific fields. You will not find hundreds of references at the end of this book stacked up in order to impress you,* nor peer-reviewed papers written by me swirling around in the academic ether. What I do undoubtedly have in my corner is the fact that I am a multi-award-winning broadcaster who has been having the most extraordinarily wide array of conversations for twenty years.* To give you a sense of the breadth of my conversational endeavours, I shall spend the next few moments name-dropping like a person desperate to get a table at the hottest restaurant in town.


I have spent many an hour in the company of some of the greatest minds and entertainers of our age, including assorted winners of the Booker Prize, BRIT Awards, Grammys and Oscars, and those who have had Pulitzer Prizes and BAFTAs bestowed upon them for their sterling work. At any given moment during my allotted three hours a day on national radio, a listener could be sitting transfixed as they listen to the likes of Hollywood film star Matthew McConaughey talk about the volatility of his parents’ relationship, or to the gripping life story of Collette, a former sex worker and drug addict, who at one point had her children taken away from her and has since managed to turn her life around completely. For the past two decades, I have been paid to do this, but the roots of my interest predate a BBC contract – more on that shortly.


Talking to people has always come naturally to me. Even when I joined BBC Radio 1 in October 2002 as a specialist music DJ and then went into the world of speech broadcasting via the BBC Asian Network, I never really regarded what I did as in any way unusual, nor did I attempt to analyse the importance of this ability. I was just having a conversation. Tucked away on my living-room bookshelves are two Sony Gold Awards (the pinnacle for any broadcaster), a BBC Radio and Music Award for Interview of the Year, a British Podcast Award, an Amnesty International UK Media Award and a plethora of Asian Media Awards. To add to that, I was also inducted into the Radio Academy’s Hall of Fame while still in my forties. The point of listing all of these achievements is not to self-aggrandise but to illustrate the fact that even though I have received the acknowledgement of my peers for as long as I can remember, what I do for a living has never seemed unique or needing further introspection.


My lack of self-analysis changed when I joined BBC 5 Live in September 2016. It was a much bigger station with a much larger audience than I was used to. It was also a febrile time across the UK. The acrimonious and divisive Brexit vote had taken place in June of that year and the majority of those who stepped into the ballot box had voted to leave the European Union. We were also just months away from the hugely controversial election of Donald J. Trump as the forty-fifth president of the United States of America. It was, as I remember it, a time of division and rancour as views hardened and consensus was hard to find as people picked sides and resolutely stuck to them. People on the right used the term ‘identity politics’ to disparage a set of beliefs, and there were those on the left who were too keen to brand people as racists for having an opposing view. Across the political spectrum, everybody was engaged in allowing their politics and their identity to become inextricably linked. And woe betide if a person expressed views from the ‘other side’. The social media companies had a field day as their algorithms herded us into our own little thought enclaves and everyone manned the barricades of their fortified opinions. And there I was, a man with a microphone, a platform and an overwhelming unease at what I saw as a transformation from civility in public and private discourse to one of enmity, outrage and suspicion.


Those early months gave me a window into a world where it seemed that everyone’s default setting was to transmit their views and nobody wanted to give space to anyone with opposing ones. Prior to the ruptures of the EU referendum, I had previously relished the chance to host verbal pugilists slugging it out with each other, but after 2016, I really didn’t want any part of it. That type of broadcasting is designed to be a dopamine hit meant for viral videos and shareable GIFs. So, rather than hosting preordained battles between people simply adopting contradictory positions for the sake of having a row, I looked to have longer, more meaningful conversations with interesting people who were willing to share their experiences with my new and bigger audience. During that time, what kept being fed back to me from listeners, and what certainly helped grow my confidence, was how much they appreciated a presenter who actually listened to his guests’ answers, thought deeply about the questions asked and allowed the conversation to flow freely without the strictures of a pre-written script. This book is in part my attempt to understand what I do, seemingly without thinking, for twelve hours a week on national radio and, in doing so, impart those learnings to you.


Flash forward to the present day, post-pandemic and ensuing lockdowns, and much is made of the damaging consequences of living our lives through those rectangular devices that consume so much of our time. On a Saturday in January 2022, when sale signs were plastered across every shop window, my daughter and I walked through the food court of a gigantic shopping mall on the hunt for a free table. What I began to notice was how many people were looking at their phone screens as someone was talking to them. The sight of a couple transfixed not with each other but with a handheld piece of technology saddened me. I wondered how invested in these moments, supposedly of connection, these people actually were. For most of us, tech is not a substitute for companionship; its promise of connectivity is a mirage, leaving us potentially lonelier. We know that loneliness is such a concern that in October 2018, then Prime Minister Theresa May appointed a Minister for Loneliness. The British government even launched a campaign in the summer of 2021, with an accompanying hashtag #LetsTalkLoneliness, whose two top recommendations were to check in with a neighbour and to keep in touch with family, friends and neighbours. It was an unprecedented sign of how disconnected from each other we had become that the then Prime Minister saw fit to launch a cross-government strategy to get to grips with the problem of loneliness in our society. In the literature that accompanied the launch, the Government stated that around 200,000 older people in the UK had not had a conversation with a friend or relative in over a month. Allied to this was the acknowledgement that there were both mental and physical health implications connected to loneliness, such as Alzheimer’s, heart disease and depression.


For Let’s Talk, I wanted to find out how important conversations are to a range of different people. While I hope I have now justified what qualifies me to write authoritatively on this subject, what makes this book a unique proposition is that I have used my interviewing skills and the connections I have made to seek out conversational experts. These individuals have spent much of their adult lives striving to perfect how they communicate with colleagues, friends, family, patients, the vulnerable and even their enemies. In the following pages, we will meet a lawyer turned politician, a hostage negotiator, a documentary film-maker, a famous TV presenter, a captain of industry, a historian, a number of professors and a former Olympic table tennis champion turned bestselling author.


In Part 1, we will amble through the history of conversation in order to truly understand why we are now at a tipping point with regard to the future of public and private discourse. In Part 2, we will delve into the mechanics of what could help us to be so much better at talking and listening. In Part 3, we will encounter extraordinary people whose words have meant the difference between life and death. In Part 4, we will commute to the office to discuss conversations in the workplace. And, finally, in Part 5, we will journey from the television studio to the therapist’s chair and I will direct my lens of inquiry towards those whose job it is to speak for a living.


There are real-world applications to all the conversations in this book. After reading it, I hope you will perhaps be able to find a way back from a family estrangement, walk away from a toxic relationship and into a better one, find commonality after a racist altercation, or even manage to build a bridge following a falling-out over religion. For me, conversation is a vocation, but for you, this could be the book you need to give you the confidence to speak and – more importantly – develop the skills to listen. I hope that in reading the coming pages you will understand why this matters to me and why it should to you.


Before we dive in, I alluded to the fact earlier that it wasn’t the BBC that taught me how to be a conversationalist. It was my mother, Rohini Nimal Arthanayake. She was a nurse in the NHS for nearly forty years. What she brought home with her from that hospital every weekend was an appreciation of how much humans needed to connect when at their most vulnerable. People who had been looked after by my mum and her dedicated colleagues never forgot it. Walking through Harlow town centre was like accompanying someone running for president as they made their way through their party’s convention after a barnstorming speech. Black, white, old, young, conservatively attired or in a tracksuit, my mother would always give them the time of day, listen intently, respond accordingly and move onto the next fan in the queue. That ability to connect with other human beings no matter their background certainly has rubbed off on me. She showed me the beauty and connection to be found in the deepest or briefest of exchanges and how much stronger it is to listen than it is to occupy space purely with the sound of your own voice.


My mother also showed me the value in relating to others on a human level, devoid of snobbery and judgement. Even though her own childhood was mostly bereft of kindness, she never failed to display warmth and empathy in nearly all of her interactions, apart from when my brother and I were being a right royal pain in the arse. This is another reason as to why I am writing this book, as a homage to my mother. I believe that we all have it within us to be conversationalists and to understand that if we are all to co-exist peacefully, and scupper the plans of those who would rather we didn’t, then it all begins with people talking to each other. So, let’s talk.


 


 





* If you ever feel the unquenchable need to find out more about the childhood of James VI of Scotland, I am your man.


* OK, there are some references.


* This doesn’t automatically qualify me to demand so much of your time, but it does prove that when it comes to the art of having a conversation, I am in the Premier League of conversationalists.





PART 1



THE EVOLUTION OF CONVERSATION
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Let’s Talk About History


The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘conversation’ as ‘an informal talk involving a small group of people or only two’. Interestingly, this sense of communicating with someone only took hold in the English language in the late sixteenth century. While the following definitions are now obsolete in modern English, the etymological roots of the word saw conversation defined as either a ‘place where one lives or dwells’ or as a synonym for sexual intercourse, referring to criminal conversation, a legal term for adultery in the late eighteenth century. So as not to mislead you about the tone of this book, I won’t be following this line of inquiry any further.* What is more difficult is to pin down precisely when the first conversation occurred. Such an endeavour is akin to trying to work out why all your previous relationships failed. Yes, there is information out there, but the further back you go, the more muddled it becomes. And to stretch the comparison even further, nobody can agree on who dumped whom. So you can continue to query the origins of the break-up all you want, but it is unlikely you’ll ever get a definitive answer. This is where we stand with the beginnings of vocal communication. In order to try to approximate this, we have to understand when language itself began to develop and for what purpose. So without getting bogged down in too much conjecture, let’s home in on two possible start dates.


To employ social media speak, on one side of the language development debate reigns the intellectually superior #TeamHomoSapiens (which translates as Team Wise Man). This school of thought proposes that language only really came into existence with the arrival of our human ancestors anywhere between 300,000 and 50,000 years ago. With their bigger brains and larger chins, Homo sapiens had the neurological, biological and evolutionary machinery to rise above the elementary basics of communication and begin the process of human progress that we reap the benefits of today. There are, of course, murmurings of discontent at the back of the class by another group of academics backing the alternative theory, which involves our long-gone ancestor #TeamHomoErectus (which means Team Upright Man). They propose that language began to develop nearly two million years ago. The justification for this far older hypothesis can be found in Professor Daniel Everett’s 2017 book How Language Began. Professor Everett spent four decades among the Pirahã people of the Amazon developing theories on linguistics.


One of the tenets of this claim rests on the fact that Homo erectus fossils have been found in various far-flung parts of the world, from the island of Flores in Indonesia to an island in the Arabian Sea and also on Crete. How could they have ended up in different parts of the world without the construction of rudimentary rafts to get them across distances too far to swim? Constructing a sea-worthy vessel, as you are no doubt aware, requires collaboration. In order to be able to work together to build a boat, there must have been a way of communicating that involved language, as assembling a rickety raft went beyond crudely gesticulating to each other. As the world grew relatively more sophisticated, mere hand signalling could not deliver.


Professor Everett’s work also contains a takedown of the man who is sometimes regarded to be the father of modern linguistics, Noam Chomsky, who believes that humans are born with the instinct to create language. Professor Everett maintains that language is, in fact, something that we learn through the culture we grow up in and that then in turn helps the culture to evolve, meaning that language is not innate in all of us from birth. At a TEDx lecture that he gave in 2017 in San Francisco, Professor Everett called language the greatest technological discovery ever made and waxed lyrical about it being the foundation for all technologies that have come since. Rather than believing language to be the exclusive preserve of Homo sapiens, he makes a compelling argument for us to look much further back into history for its origins.


The alternative hypothesis that language originated with Homo sapiens went largely unchallenged for over five decades. It’s called LDT, which stands for laryngeal descent theory, and was proposed by an American cognitive scientist called Philip Lieberman in 1969. The basis of this theory is the idea that in order to make the vowel sounds ‘a’, ‘i’ and ‘u’, which feature in every language on Earth, the larynx had to descend from the third cervical vertebrae in the neck, where it is in monkeys, to the fifth one, and voila – you can employ those three vital vowel sounds to say ‘Backbiting butthead!’ at whoever you wish to. However, in 2019, a multidisciplinary group of scientists that included human palaeontologists, primatologists and experts in infant cognition concluded that focusing on the larynx as the sole driver of vowel pronunciation was a bit of a red herring and that monkeys were able to make these sounds well over twenty-five million years ago. This seems to have annoyed Mr Lieberman, who called the latest research ‘a complete misrepresentation of the entire field’.


The major problem with attempting to pinpoint when and where language originated is that all of the fleshy biological apparatus that comes together to make verbal communication possible decomposes. Where there is flesh, there is likely to be little or no fossilised remains to refer to in times of confusion. So, rather than becoming bogged down in the murky backwaters of our primate ancestry, it is worth usually pole-vaulting over quite a few epochs to land in a period when societies began to value the power of discourse and revel in the opportunities and entertainment those who were proficient in it provided.


Language and speech evolved and became more sophisticated as more complex societies required a greater breadth of words to communicate within their own circles and also with other communities. Historically speaking, the chance to show off through debate and discourse has captivated the upper and middle classes for as long as there has been a social construct called class. Two and a half thousand years ago in ancient Athens, the agora, or marketplace, would have been abuzz with the conversations of rich Athenians engaged in trading, philosophising or catching up on the politics of the day. As the sun set, the wealthy men would gather for a night of decadence at a symposium, which literally translates as ‘drinking together’. At these liver-degrading events of aristocratic debauchery, the symposiasts (the name given to those who attended a symposium) would chug down copious amounts of wine as musicians and acrobats performed around them. In Ancient Greece, aristocratic men fully appreciated the need for enlightening conversation. The variety performance included the very speakers themselves, who were picked to enhance any social event with a bon mot or a provocative question acting as an axle about which the conversation smoothly turned. If you were lucky enough to be invited to one of these events, it probably meant that you were rich and erudite.


In the late 360s BCE, the Greek historian and mercenary Xenophon wrote Symposium, a record of the conversations that took place one evening between a wealthy Athenian named Callias and a motley crew of the comfortable sandal-wearing denizens of Ancient Greece, including none other than Socrates himself. As the evening wore on and the guests were exposed to a variety of entertaining acts, Socrates declared, ‘These people, gentlemen, show their competence to give us pleasure, and yet we, I am sure, think ourselves considerably superior to them. Will it not be to our shame, therefore, if we do not make even an attempt, while here together, to be of some service or to give some pleasure one to another.’ This, of course, was not the Greek equivalent of car keys in a fishbowl (that would probably come a bit later on in the evening). This was Socrates laying down the conversational gauntlet. He went on to address the host of the evening directly: ‘I should like to have Callias redeem his promise; for he said, you remember, that if we would take dinner with him, he would give us an exhibition of his profundity.’ What follows is an exhibition of the Greek philosopher’s stock-in-trade Socratic method of drawing out ideas by challenging each other’s given positions on any given subject.


Reading Symposium by Xenophon (not to be confused with the better-known Symposium by Plato), you are drawn into a world that is designed to verbally go high and low, to pit one wit against another and to make sure no man – because only men were invited – is spared having his words dissected by his peers. It is safe to say that silence was not an option in such esteemed company. A point Socrates picks up on when addressing another one of the guests present. ‘Hermogenes, could you define “convivial unpleasantness” for us?’ he asks, and so begins the back-and-forth. ‘I do not know; but I am willing to tell you what I think it is,’ Hermogenes replies. ‘My definition of “convivial unpleasantness” is the annoying of one’s companions at their drink.’ With Socrates as the engine that powered the conversational element of the night, each attendee was then asked to recount what aspect of their lives they were most proud of. As each man answered in turn, others would interject respectfully once a natural pause took place, but never rudely interrupt, and prod the conversation forward, so that it was a constantly rolling series of points, counterpoints and witty observations.


The account of this intellectual jousting of Ancient Greece’s high-born men was written by a man who claims to have been at this raucous dinner party, although historians believe that he would have been too young to have attended when the gathering actually took place in the year 400 BCE. It is not a verbatim recording as we would know it today, but it does demonstrate what the Greeks regarded as the heights that conversation could reach. Symposium describes a gathering of men who were intent on politely teasing each other, using conversation as a means to exercise their intellect and display for all present the heights to which their minds could soar through the mastery of conversation, rather than simply exhibit the trappings of the social class to which they mostly belonged. To read it is to be drawn back into antiquity and the grandstanding of men who view conversation as a performance art, but also to realise how invigorating good conversation is – not because of an overall need for consensus but for testing each other’s opinions. In Ancient Greece, good conversation was every bit as important as good wine – although what effect the latter had on the former, we can only surmise.


Over a millennia after Socrates entered the home of Callias, and divided by 2,000 miles of land and sea, a simple conversation used as an aid to teach apprentice monks Latin provides us with the first recorded example of a conversation taking place in English, or Old English to be precise. Titled Colloquy, which translates as ‘conversation’, it was between a Benedictine abbot, Aelfric of Eynsham, who lived from c.950–1010 in Oxfordshire, and a motley crew of students from lower- and middle-class professions. The young men – a fisherman, a merchant, a hunter, a cook, a salter, a baker, a carpenter, a blacksmith, a ploughman, a lawyer and a shepherd – had gathered together because they wished to be educated and attain a degree of intellectual social mobility through mastering Latin. Their social class is important to note because this is also one of the earliest examples of people from such diverse backgrounds having their lives recorded for posterity, a rarity in Old English literature.


There seems to be no lack of self-awareness in how bereft they are of the tools needed to be a conversational heavyweight in the Middle Ages. They collectively state, ‘We want to be wise.’ They implore in unison to their teacher to give them the tools to be able to ‘speak properly and with a wide vocabulary for we are ignorant and badly spoken’. The teacher replies, ‘How would you like to speak?’ And, aware of their own shortcomings, those in attendance reply, ‘We want to speak correctly and with meaning, and not with meaningless base words.’ Such was the desperation of these young men to be wise, they were willing to endure physical punishment in order to attain it. ‘Would you beat us and make us learn? For it is better for us to be beaten to learn than to remain ignorant.’ They were literally asking for it. Thankfully, throughout the course of the discourse, the rod is left unused.


The conversation consists of a back-and-forth between the good abbot and the young men in his company. They outline their professions and a verbal competition takes place in which each argues why they are the most important component of the society they inhabit. The teacher asks provocatively, ‘What can we say about you, cook? Do we have any need of your skills?’ The cook responds defiantly, ‘If you drive me away from your community you would eat your vegetables raw, and your meat rare.’ The baker is then asked to justify his role, to which he graphically replies, ‘Without bread all your food would become vomit.’ Which is a bit of a stretch, even for tenth-century England.


As the dialogue develops, the young men grow in confidence, with the teacher pushing them further and, on occasion, them pushing back with a robustness that shows Aelfric is open to being challenged himself. Out of the blue, the teacher asks a boy, ‘Have you been beaten today?’ The young man responds immediately, ‘No, I haven’t since I behaved cautiously.’ The teacher presses on: ‘What about your friends?’ And, perhaps presumably knowing that even in medieval England the thoroughly modern term ‘snitches end up in ditches’ was appropriate, the boy responds, ‘Why do you ask me that? For, I dare not reveal our secrets to you. Each one of us knows if he has been beaten or not.’


A thousand years after these dialogues took place, the humour, candour and macho posturing of these boys shine through. The teacher asks, ‘What did you have to drink?’ and ‘Boy’, as he is simply referred to in the text, replies, ‘I drink ale, usually, if I drink at all, and water if I have no ale.’ Not a particularly healthy take on hydration. The teacher wants to know more. ‘Don’t you drink wine?’ And the boy’s class and status become all too apparent in his answer: ‘No, I am not rich enough to be able to buy myself wine: Wine is not a drink for boys or fools but for old men and wise men.’ Such insights fascinate me as you discover so much of these young men’s lives. The hardship of ploughing the land in all weathers or the responsibility of protecting the sheep from wolves. A young hunter boasts about cutting a boar’s throat as it ran towards him, which impresses the abbot no end.


Colloquy shows us how important it was for these boys to learn how to communicate effectively, giving them a modicum of social status that in their middle- to lower-class professions they would not otherwise achieve, however much they promoted the invaluable nature of the roles they played in Anglo-Saxon society. What begins as a standard question-and-answer session becomes a rapid interplay between the different professions present. In this dialogue, like the one in ancient Athens, the participants want to impress with words. While the men in Ancient Greece were largely engaged in social aggrandisement through exhibitions of wit and wisdom, these individuals in medieval England from far lower on the social spectrum simply wanted to be educated in order to elevate them from the daily grind of their tough lives. Towards the end of Colloquy, the teacher inquires of the boys, ‘I ask you why are you so keen to learn?’ To which they reply, ‘We do not want to be as the wild beasts who know of nothing but grass and water.’


Throughout history, verbal communication has been the bedrock of advancement, the exploring and explaining of ideas and a means to understand each other better. From the collaborative construction of a raft that is deemed sturdy enough to make a potentially fatal crossing hundreds of thousands of years ago, we then travel forward to a dinner party just over two millennia ago that was set ablaze by a gang of sparkling speakers. From there, we propel ourselves a thousand years to tenth-century England and a group of boys simply appreciating the power of education. For as far back as time will allow us to see, conversation has played a vital role in our collective development.


 


 





* However, for anyone interested in this subject, please see my follow-up book, aptly named after the hit song by the American hip-hop trio Salt-N-Pepa: Let’s Talk About Sex.
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Henry Hitchings: The Growth of Conversation


Hold my hand as we are about to take a gigantic 700-year leap through history to the coffee houses of eighteenth-century London. We’ll encounter a burgeoning culture that distinguished itself by the ability of people to keep a room enthralled by their awe-inspiring conversational skills and also through the idea of conversation as a way of challenging others’ views.


In 1709, the Irish writer, playwright and politician Sir Richard Steele wrote in The Tatler, a publication he helped create, that the definition of a gentleman was ‘a man of conversation’. For those that we would now refer to as the urban middle classes, a conversation was a chance to shine intellectually, proving that you were abreast of all the latest ideas in the fields of science, politics, literature and philosophy. By calling the periodical he co-founded The Tatler, Sir Richard was quite possibly taking a misogynistic dig at what he deemed the idle utterances of women, the tittle-tattle of small talk, which was conceived to be inferior to the intellectually robust style of dialogue he championed. Although it is certainly worth noting that men were also accused of tattling at the time. Sir Richard wrote extensively about the dos and don’ts of conversation. ‘A man that stammers,’ he once wrote, ‘if he has understanding, is to be attended to with patience and good-nature; but he that speaks more than he needs, has no right to such an indulgence.’ I wonder what he would have made of the barrage of monologues that takes place on social media.


At the turn of the century, The Tatler was part of an explosion of printed material that hitherto had been too expensive for the common man to get his hands on. Pamphlets, periodicals and solitary sheets of paper known as handbills provided exactly the jumping-off point needed for a wider stratum of society to start discussing the issues of the day in the largely alcohol-free coffee shops that were springing up across London.


The seismic social, political and scientific changes that were afoot throughout this extraordinary century led cumulatively to the ascendancy of the art of conversation. Today, over a billion people speak English globally, making it the most widely spoken language in the world, so I wanted to examine a period in British history when this language was given a reverence that was felt beyond a Royal Court or a playwright’s pen. It is in this era that the concept of conversation as an art form is given centre stage to a much wider audience.


In the London of the latter half of the seventeenth century, the artistic icon of stimulating dialogue was Dr Samuel Johnson. Some of his contemporary detractors would have argued that his conversation was largely one-sided and combative. He nevertheless revelled in the benefits that ‘honest’ conversation could bestow on both speaker and listener. Writing in The Rambler, a twice weekly periodical, in December 1750, Dr Johnson claimed that ‘It is scarcely possible to pass an hour in honest conversation, without being able, when we rise from it, to please ourselves with having given or received some advantages.’
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