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We Need to Talk


We need to talk.




When did this become a threat rather than a statement of fact? Is it a fact?


Walk into an Internet café and you might think speech obsolete. Visit a bar with widescreen sports, eat in a Planet Hollywood, see if you can sneak a word through the Dolby stereo barrier. On a bus, you might have no choice but to hear conversation, in Babel-like halves, but would you strike one up with a stranger? Go on, I dare you.


Some say this is the age of information, others, the communication age. There is no question that our ever growing means of keeping in touch have unleashed intelligence, creativity, passion and fun, offering countless new directions in which to stretch our hours. Yet these riches leave many of us feeling not so much lucky, as time-poor; as if life were hurtling by in a fuzzy stream of images glimpsed from an accelerating car.


Fewer of us complain that conversation, especially face to face – for thousands of years the core of human interaction – is being pushed to the sidelines. But we should. We are losing out on one of life’s greatest, certainly most useful pleasures. One that has the power to slow and enrich the passage of time, rooting us in a shared moment as no other pastime can. Potentially.


Yet have you never sat at a dinner, waited for someone to speak, watched a glittering frost of smiles seal the silence, and wondered how innocent cutlery can sound so very like the theme from Psycho? What about Christmas with the family? Lunch with the boss? The mute couples who garnish restaurants, pre-cocktails, on Valentine’s Day?


Surely someone had something to say. Each had a life, and a pulse, presumably. It’s tempting to assume that they couldn’t be bothered. A more worrying possibility is they hadn’t a clue where to begin.


If you haven’t toiled in such deserts, lucky you. In my experience conversation breakdown is increasingly common, and other people are bewilderingly tolerant of it. I have seen otherwise savvy professionals struck dumb at supposed celebrations; been interviewed by Trappists posing as publishers; witnessed parties lurch from awkward chat to addled oblivion, while hosts revolve the room like circus plate spinners, frantic to keep it moving, their efforts drowned out by the crashing of bores.


Extreme measures are being taken. A friend’s annual office jamboree, a fancy, candles-and-cleavage affair, was ruined by rude waiters. Until it was revealed that they were actors: the entertainment.


‘But hey,’ said my friend, ‘at least it gave us something to talk about.’


Fear is understandable. If great conversation enhances any situation, when it flounders it can be hell. I love to hate my cock-ups because friends laugh at the retelling; however, alone, at night, ancient cringes still awaken spasms of shame.


So I feel for the man whom Samuel Johnson’s friend, Mrs Thrale, mocked for having the ill-breeding to complain:


‘I am invited to conversations, I go to conversations, but, alas! I have no conversation.’


(He had acquired a fortune in – whisper it – trade.)


In his era conversation was a status symbol. Thankfully we needn’t take it so seriously; at least, not so formally. Still, even casual chat requires a confidence that seems to be waning, and I’m sure that in many blue-chip companies the con artist unmasked in G.K. Chesterton’s The Club of Queer Trades could, with discreet marketing, coin it:


‘A new trade,’ repeated [the detective] Grant, with a strange exultation, ‘a new profession! What a pity it is immoral.’


‘But what the deuce is it?’ cried Drummond and I in a breath of blasphemy.


‘It is,’ said Grant calmly, ‘the great new trade of the Organizer of Repartee . . . a swindler of a perfectly delightful and novel kind. He hires himself out at dinner parties to lead up to other people’s repartees. According to a preconcerted scheme (which you may find on that piece of paper), he says the stupid things he has arranged for himself, and his client says the clever things arranged for him. In short, he allows himself to be scored off for a guinea a night.’


Winning witty points may be old hat, but conversation remains an art as well as a social duty. Somewhere along the way too many of us seem to have dropped the idea that it is something worth striving to be good at – as if we are either born great conversationalists or not. If only.


Conversation works in ways infinitely more various, and devious, than you might suspect. Take a closer look and you find an entertainingly candid portrait of the human animal, as well as a means to almost everything that you could wish for in life.


The Multi-Tasking Miracle


When it works, conversation can come close to heaven. Be it sharing a laugh with a stranger, transforming a contact into a friend; that joyful moment when you click, share a joke or spark a new idea; or just letting off steam with someone who knows how to listen, there are countless adventures between minds out there, waiting to happen, in each encounter, each day of our lives.


Networking is part of its value, although the word sounds chilly and strategic. Conversation is something bigger: it is the spontaneous business of making connections, whether for work, friendship or pure, fleeting pleasure.


Some writers have argued that it’s where the raw stuff of life is spun into art. Speech – the gift of provoking thoughts in others’ minds by rapidly modulated outtakes of breath – is certainly a wonder, and conversation a miracle upon that miracle. Indeed, if evolutionary psychologists are right, it fathered language, out of grooming, the conversation of apes, when our ancestors sat about picking off fleas, flirting, working out who was boss.


But I find simpler reasons to treasure it. Get on with others, you will get on in life, and enjoy it more. Good talkers get dates, win contracts. They make job interviews fun, whichever side of the desk they are on. Furthermore, the qualities of a satisfying chat – vitality, clarity, wit, relish, tact, a light touch – are the same as we want of the people around us. Respect the rules of artful conversation and not only are you on your way to being a better person, but learn to steer discussion, to entertain, not dominate, and you’re on the road to power.


Conversation is brilliant at both polishing thoughts and frothing up new ones, and although professionalism encourages us to wring the maximum from meetings in minimum time, serendipity produces many of the best ideas. Since information flows better through stories than year-end reports, censoring gossip – whether at the water-cooler or on e-mail – can dull a business’s cutting edge.


Just as monarchs had their favourites and Arab rulers their salaried nadim (‘cup companions’) with whom to trade jokes and keep track of the court’s mood, not to mention boost their own, so productivity and morale shot up when a Puerto Rican tobacco company started paying a cigar-roller the same hourly rate to down tools, sit in the middle of the work area, read papers aloud, natter and clown.


There are other benefits. Paul McCartney loves talking as well as crooning to audiences because, ‘I remember stuff that I’d forgotten for thirty years in explaining it.’ Holocaust survivor Alice Herz-Sommer, a 103-year-old concert pianist, would agree. Asked about her fizzing social life, she confided she wasn’t avid to hear about ‘lives and problems’ purely out of altruism or curiosity: ‘This is good for the brain . . . better than a hundred pills.’ How come she was so skilled at conversation? ‘Chamber music is a discussion with your partner. You have to listen.’


More than words, conversation is music: its harmony, rhythm and flow transcend communication, flexing mind and heart, tuning us for companionship.


It doesn’t have to be grave to supply life’s turning points. When a young worker at Mother Teresa’s Home for the Dying in Calcutta, novelist Jeffrey Eugenides was toying with taking up holy orders. But he couldn’t work out why he lacked the spirit of his nice, somewhat oatmealy fellow volunteers. Until one day, strolling with a non-volunteer, he rediscovered something they had not: humour.


A beggar approached and Eugenides spurted a piety:


I said, ‘Jesus said that whoever asks of you, you should give something.’ And my friend said, ‘Well, obviously Jesus has never been in Calcutta.’


Eugenides laughed, then quit.


At around six I had the most important conversation of my life, with a social worker who wanted to know how my sister and I would feel about another sibling. In the excitement beforehand, planning what to say, fantasizing about being a mini-mum – painting an alphabet frieze in this new child’s bedroom, reading her stories, teaching her words – on some level, I realized that just talking could change a life, all our lives; or not, if this conversation didn’t work out. But it did, and we adopted Heidi.


And random collisions mean the world. A drunken chat with a writer transformed my love of books, although this matters less to me than our friendship. A crack about the pre-digested look of the canteen slop for which we were queuing began another, a journey on a minibus, yet another – one that led, in time, to meeting my future husband.


Most thrillingly, conversation awakens us to each other, as in this rare happy tale from the wards of the Royal Hospital for Neuro-disability:


Young man with motorbike head injury in a coma. His mum, a keen evangelical, comes every day with friends to sing ‘Onward, Christian Soldiers’ by his bedside. She’s hoping to stimulate his brain into action. It works: he comes round, but he can’t speak. So they fit him up with one of those Stephen Hawking-type laptops, and the first words he speaks are: ‘For God’s sake, Mum, shut it!’


Two minds striking can kindle something magical. In his memoir, The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, Jean-Dominique Bauby, condemned to speak in eye-blinks after a paralysing stroke, snared it:


My communication system disqualifies repartee: the keenest rapier grows dull and falls flat when it takes several minutes to thrust it home. By the time you strike, even you no longer understand what had seemed so witty before you started to dictate it, letter by letter . . . I count this forced lack of humour one of the great drawbacks of my condition.


In short, conversation is second only to sex, a lot less faff, and it really matters.


Perhaps your meals are a respectful communion with a television set and perhaps you like that just fine. Still, in the frame of human evolution, you’re a novelty, even a weirdo. Companionship (‘the sharing of bread’) has ever been, if not the bread of existence, then the spirit that refreshed it, and conversation, once a broad term for ‘being together’, used to be considered so delicious as to be a sin. Monasteries and convents forbade it and totalitarian states monitored it, because it is unruly, fun and seemed utterly instinctive.


Casanova, visiting Louis XV’s palace, could hardly contain his laughter at the spectacle of the queen, dining alone at ‘a table that could have seated twelve’, while a dozen courtiers stood watch in a silence ruptured only by this solemn exchange, when she hailed a Monsieur de Lowendal.


‘Madame.’


‘I believe that chicken fricassee is the best of all stews.’


‘I am of the same opinion, madame.’


But solitary dining, and living, no longer appear so unnatural.


Why Modern Life is Bad for Conversation


The irony of this communication age is that we communicate less meaningfully. Not despite but because of our dizzying means of being in touch. So many exchanges are conducted via electronic go-betweens that, what with the buzz, bleeps and blinking lights, it is easy to overlook the super-responsive information technology that is live-action, up-close-and-personal, snap, crackle and pop talk – one that has been in research and development for thousands of years.


Communication tools may bring us together, but, equally, they keep us apart, not least from the here and now. Laptops, BlackBerries and 3 billion mobile phones have perforated the division between public and private, and we’re growing used to toting about portals of availability as if they were vital electronic organs. Men, women and children stride about, bellowing unselfconsciously into mouthpieces like deranged town criers, and entertainment permeates: children watch films in the backs of car seats; on buses, TV screens assail passengers with cod-celebrity news; motion picture ad boards entice the riders of London underground escalators.


Today’s gizmogemony alters human experience in a way that trains, planes, automobiles, even the wheel, did not – nibbling at the conditions in which we operate, confusing the real with the virtual. Inevitably, this changes us.


Compared to face to face, Internet communication is two-dimensional. Yet the emphasis on appearances is growing, redefining how we relate, and with it, ideas of what constitutes a relationship. Many young people happily swallow the notion that textual exchange is interaction. Avid social networker Henry Elliss claims:


It’s only fuddy-duddies who think it’ll kill socializing. Did they say that about the telephone, or faxes? It’s building relationships. I wake up in a cold sweat sometimes – if Facebook disappeared, those friends would be gone.


If that’s building, the foundations are weak. And where’s the time or space to socialize, if, like him, you have 453 friends to hold vigil over? You hire a barn? Or are these perhaps imaginary friends, pulses of light on a screen?


As distractions multiply, fewer receive our full attention, and nuances are neglected. We don’t look at the man selling us coffee, never mind shoot the breeze; we’re too busy fiddling with our iPod. I’ve witnessed wedding guests with more qualifications than they have chromosomes text-messaging during the vows.


Developments, yes, but progress? Although these innovations crowd out conversation, it isn’t redundant; rather, like an ancient, still mighty beast, it is endangered unless we appreciate, and carve out space for it. The nuances are no less valuable to us than they were to our forefathers, nor are the joys. Abandon them, and we miss out.


Admittedly, there are superficially sound commercial reasons why conversation should be whittled away. Business disdains it because, unless flogging goods by that unsteady zeitgeist vehicle, word of mouth, it is hard to monetarize (oh, woeful word). Worse, it guzzles airtime, face-time, eye-time; attention that could be consumed consuming or ogling ads. So fast-food joints have their fast-forward music, agitations of beats designed to drive you through your hapless meal and out of the door as quickly as possible. And J.D. Wetherspoon, owner of 691 British pubs, has announced that families will be served no more than two drinks.


Once they have finished the meal with the child, we would expect them to leave.


It is surprising formal restrictions should be necessary. Modern life may seem like a conspiracy against conversation, but we are complicit, and if we learned its skills by osmosis, this is less likely to be the case for our children. Psychologists fear that families are talking to each other less than ever, and there is plenty of evidence to support this.


Two trends pull us away from conversation: either it is underappreciated, or so highly rated that it seems daunting – as if, compared to e-mail, it were a luxury, couture form of communication, requiring special training, perhaps at charm school (yes, these are back in vogue).


Technology plays a large part. We want our toys, but short-term pleasures too seldom serve long-term interests. Nobel laureate economist Gary S. Becker observed: ‘Individuals maximize welfare as they conceive it, whether they be selfish, altruistic, loyal, spiteful, or masochistic.’


Many twenty-first-century delights are individualistic, not to say onanistic; distractions that narrow horizons and, with them, social arteries. As Matthew Taylor of the Royal Society of Arts put it:


We have to ask ourselves why the Internet is so good for wankers, gamblers and shoppers, and not so good for citizens and communities.


If language was born of the evolutionary accident that our species thrived better in groups, then so, as we cease operating that way, conversation becomes less incidental. It cannot flourish in isolation. Nor can we.


A communication-fixated culture leads us to expect, by right, levels of understanding in our relationships that our grandparents would hoot at. Unfortunately, we’re less practised than they were at the conversational give and take that might enable it, and feel – irrationally – crushed, even cheated, when our lofty aspirations aren’t met. This is so prevalent as to seem almost banal, rather than what it is: sad.


Isolation magnifies disconnect and disenchantment. Many more of us live alone, bombarded by images of lifestyles to dream of, all of which feeds a sense of existence as a performance that we’re failing at. Television scarcely features sociable conversation, because disagreement, like horrifying news stories, makes better drama. So pundits joust with pre-fab soundbites, and too many talk shows are either bland publicity exercises fluffed up by a comic, or non-celebrity punch-ups.


Understandably, we enjoy watching a good ruck of an evening when, by day, service industry culture demands niceness to order. Shouting at reality TV’s latest Punch and Judy is sort of fun. But is it any wonder we fear confrontation, or prefer to hide behind our screens?


We may be in touch, potentially, with anybody, anywhere on the planet. Nevertheless, what kind of existence is lived 24/7, ever on call? Naturally, we offset our accessibility with portable solitudes and head-space expanders, first Walkmen, then iPods, to compensate for being packed cheek to bum in overcrowded trains. But while a soundtrack makes life seem more exciting, it also takes you out of it.


It’s hardly surprising on-line activity should be addictive (and it is: in South Korea, the world’s most plugged-in country, up to 30 per cent of under-eighteens are thought to be at serious risk, with government-sponsored boot camps to wean them off). Like the Latin utopia, the Internet is a ‘nowhere’, and, like all drugs, unsatisfying, whetting appetites that it cannot fulfil, stimulating the mind’s eye as it starves our other senses. In so doing, it depletes users’ sensibility and intuition, skills that may feel instinctive, but, like language, are acquired through being together. That is, in conversation.


Arguably, this saps social confidence. Certainly, unlike the pixellated peacocks that strut the cyber-playgrounds, out and about, face to face, even in innocuous situations, growing numbers of us seem so scared of saying the wrong thing that we say nothing. We think we’re shy. We don’t realize how arrogant, selfish and idle we seem.


It is glib to blame media scaremongers, drugs, images of violence for rising antisocial behaviour. Something deeper yet simpler is happening. Talk less, we understand each other less.


In 1958 philosopher Hannah Arendt pondered how bizarre it was that men could journey into space, yet few could discuss these Promethean powers sensibly, because science had leaped ahead of human intelligence, the spectrum of its possibilities beyond any single person’s ken, let alone everyday conversation. For her, the fact that this development coincided with rising rudeness – complacent ‘thoughtlessness’ being ‘among the outstanding characteristics of our time’ – was no coincidence.


It could be that we, who are earth-bound creatures and have begun to act as though we were dwellers of the universe, will forever be unable to understand, that is, to think and speak about the things which nevertheless we are able to do. In this case, it would be as though our brain, which constitutes the physical, material condition of our thoughts, were unable to follow what we do, so that from now on we would indeed need artificial machines to do our thinking and speaking.


Unable to discuss the machinery that manufactures our human conditions, we’re forced into blindness, an innocence that she feared would brutalize us.


If . . . knowledge (in the modern sense of know-how) and thought have parted company for good, then we would indeed become the helpless slaves, not so much of our machines as of our know-how, thoughtless creatures at the mercy of every gadget which is technically possible, no matter how murderous it is.


An atomized society, returning humanity to a mental Eden, but in a world of atomic bombs?


What worried Arendt was that we’d lose the ability to question: ethics, after all, derive from our feelings, and if we don’t understand something, it is harder to sense whether it is right or wrong, let alone argue against it. How many of us can comprehend, never mind democratically vote on, nanotechnology, or genetically modified food, animals, embryos? Arendt may have been thinking nuclear. But how about brain-death by iPod?


Actually, you’re more likely to be flattened if you cross the road talking on your mobile, according to studies of pedestrians at a busy Chicago junction. Why?


Conversation absorbs more of our senses than listening to music.


I don’t hate technology: I used to thank Christmas I had television instead of a weekly gawp at stained-glass windows, or whatever passed for entertainment in Granny’s day. (With TV, hell, who needed imaginary friends?) But I slightly fear it. Computers and their ancillaries are evolving exponentially faster than we human animals, supplanting our creature comforts, yet in no way altering our Stone Age emotional or social needs.


Are we serving tools made to free us, like the conscientious gym slaves who, rather than eat less, burn hours servicing the surplus calories of the low-input banquet that is the daily bread of the sedentary, developed world? Whatever else, like it, hate it, in and out of cyberspace, we’re undergoing self-consciousness hyper-inflation.


Social psychologist Sonia Livingstone said of today’s image-conscious teenagers: ‘Celebrity is about people being interested in you when you fall over in the pub . . . There’s an element of them being their own self-production.’


The change is as profound and spirit-pummelling as that brought by the mirror and the portrait, which in the seventeenth century heralded new levels of self-fashioning, guardedness and melancholy – to historian Lionel Trilling ‘a mutation in human nature’. Just as the camera and the moving image, for all their inspiration, helped mass-produce self-awareness, alienation and longing, making (with the aid of mechanized murder) depression the black dog of the twentieth century.


But while we may feel splintered, juggling ten roles a day where our parents had two or three, we need our distractions too: that is what other people are for. As social networking sites and 3 billion mobile phones testify, we still crave to meet new people, hear what they have to say. And the joke is, despite the loquacious pyrotechnics that passed for the conversational genius of Oscar Wilde, conversation isn’t a performance. It takes two or more people and two things: attention and interest.


We can easily fold more of it into our life, and it’s imperative that we try, not just for ourselves. The tide against conversation has a powerful undertow.


The Logic of Rudeness


Manners are shaped by their times. At medieval revels communal dishes gave an incentive to greedy guts with sharp knives and elbows. In ritzy Renaissance Italy, however, the new-minted fashion for genteel meals, with individual place settings and multiplying forks and spoons, reconfigured pecking orders and definitions of good behaviour. This created a niche, and conduct manuals, like Stefano Guazzo’s 1574 bestseller, Civile Conversation, the earliest treatise on the subject, sprang up to fill it, with advice on how to plug gaps between courses with suitably pitched chitchat.


Today, industrialization is on the march, social fragmentation litters its progress, and as manners thin to accommodate overstretched lifestyles, a time-paring, talk-sparing attitude is spreading, and it stinks. If you’re watching the clock, awaiting a text, how easy is it to sit back, relax and enjoy the present company? Think of the cannibalistic romantic scene parodied in Sex and the City, where dates are debated like commodity trades. Do you want to laugh or cry at the true story of Manhattan child Olivia Gopnik, whose imaginary friend, Charlie Ravioli, too busy ‘grabbing lunch’ to play, eventually hired an ‘imaginary secretary’ to keep Olivia at bay?


Yet some yearn for even fewer social niceties. Like Oscar-winner Halle Berry:


Being politically correct is bullshit. I want to know how someone really feels, what I’m dealing with. I want to know who you really are, and then maybe we can have a conversation.


Sadly, her dream of transparency belongs in la-la-land, and is far from universal.


Generally speaking, the more individualist a society, the more direct its manners. While many Americans prefer an upfront approach, collectivist societies tend to favour indirectness. Such as urban southern China, where ‘laoshi’ (‘simple and honest’) is a cussword for country bumpkins, and the highest term of praise is ‘congming’, ‘clever’, in the Ancient Greeks’ sense of ‘metis’ or ‘cunning’ (think Odysseus, not Achilles). Why?


To respect the maxim at polite behaviour’s core: do not embarrass the other person. Analyst Robin Lakoff explained the logic behind the three styles of being polite:


Don’t impose (distance) – formal


Give options (deference) – hesitant, euphemistic


Be friendly (camaraderie) – direct


Being deferentially friendly is the definitely maybe of getting along, and entails contradictions, since manners are asymmetrical and often what is polite for speakers to imply would be rude for listeners to say. (‘Won’t you have some juice?’ versus ‘I want some juice.’) As a consequence, in super-polite company, the nuances can be a veritable merry-go-round of implication and suggestion, as my dad found, a relatively uncouth English child, visiting well-drilled cousins in 1950s South Africa. After a month he worked out the correct answer to ‘Would you like some salt?’ was not ‘No, thank you’ but ‘May I pass it to you?’


In varying degrees, such push-me-pull-you diplomacy underpins all conversational exchanges; it is how we broker relationships. Therefore local differences, however filigree, are worth mastering. Alas, cultural variations are complicated by a further factor: scale. Where openness is sensible in small communities, in larger ones it becomes a liability. It cannot pay to be on nodding acquaintance with everyone in town – you’d dislocate your neck – or to ask the whole street in for tea: how could you trust them not to filch the kettle?


And if cunning is useful in towns, ignoring seems to make more sense in large multicultural cities, because stealth requires expertise; however, when norms are so diverse that a smile can be a come-on to one person, a taunt to the next, reactions are impossible to predict. So people shut down, conversation shrinks, resulting in a net loss in skills at reading others and self-expression. In such crowds, individuals become isolated and grab what intimacy they can get. The result?


[image: image]


Escalating rudeness is a logical outcome, but politeness is surely wiser, and safer.


Politicians extol tolerance, but what a chiselling aspiration this can be, so often freighted with hate. Rather than sympathize, it asks us to put up, shut up. This isn’t sociable: it’s antisocial. But if we don’t socialize, don’t master the reflexes of politic self-correction, we’re stuck with clunking political correctness, which, as Halle Berry said, often seems not sensitive but imposed. And lip-service is as unlike to virtue as a fig-leaf is to innocence.


We need artful conversation. Co-operation is its operative principle, enthusiasm its divine breath, and its power to raise spirits supernatural. Not only can it make us less socially stupid, but also significantly brainier.


The Mind Mechanic


Some proclaim the Internet a great oom-pah-pah for literacy. Regardless of whether you see bloggers as scapegrace ego-casters or Samuel Pepys’s worthy heirs, solo self-expression is feeble at training minds, the workhorses of communication. Linguist William Labov caused blushes when he analysed recordings from different classes and settings.


The highest percentage of ungrammatical sentences [appeared] in the proceedings of learned academic conferences.


It’s no fluke that the monologue-asteries of lab and library nurture woolly jargon. Talking distils thoughts (we know they’re unclear by the befuddled look on the other person’s face) and book-learning is harder to absorb than education through conversation. What’s less well-known is that studying the craft of conversation improves thinking all round.


In the late 1990s sample groups of eight-to eleven-year-old British schoolchildren took a course of Talk Lessons. Afterwards they accounted for thoughts as other classmates did not, more often using words like ‘because’, ‘if’ and ‘why’. Tellingly, they outperformed in written intelligence tests too. Having learned to think aloud together, they were better equipped to reflect alone.


Conversation has been the engine of intelligence since Homo became sapiens. The species’ evolution rewarded those with conversational skills – social and political skills – and these continue to select social leaders and spur cultural development. But as those schoolchildren and grammar-mangling academics prove, this tradition means diddlysquat unless each of us incorporates conversation into our personal evolution. After exhaustive exploration of the everyday conversations around and with babies in a cross-section of American homes, researchers Todd Risley and Betty Hart found that:


The large differences in the language experience that had accumulated before the children were three years old accounted for most of the equally large differences in vocabulary growth and verbal intellectual outcomes by age three – and many years later.


How does conversation exercise the intellect? Knowledge is defined by neuroscientist Ira Black as a ‘pattern of connectivity’ between neurons and learning as modifications of this pattern. Similarly, communication follows social grammar, as we make connections by guile and guesswork, extracting signals from face, tone, gesture as much as words. As psychologist Nicholas Humphrey described, it’s unbelievably artful; a dance, close to telepathy:


Like chess, a social interaction is typically a transaction between partners. One animal may, for instance, wish by his own behaviour to change the behaviour of another; but since the second animal is himself reactive and intelligent the interaction soon becomes a two-way argument where each ‘player’ must be ready to change his tactics – and maybe his goals – as the game proceeds.


Conversation doesn’t feel this hard, not if you practise it. But if you don’t, as Stefano Guazzo wrote four and a half centuries ago:


He that useth not company hath no experience, he that hath no experience, hath no judgment, and hee that hath no judgment is no better than a beast . . . so the common saying is, that there is no other name meete for a solitarie person, but either of a beast, or a tyrant.


The word Guazzo used was ‘humanitas’ – ‘communal conversation’. For anyone still unconvinced it can be learned or improved, I’m afraid it is how we all learn to learn. If we don’t learn well, we limp through life.


‘Goo-goo’ is the most important word in the world, because when parents coo at babies, they’re educating them in what behaviourists call ‘musical companionship’. As babies goo-goo back, they absorb timing, taking turns, tone, co-ordination, gestures, facial expressions, story-telling – the orchestra of instruments by which emotions are transmitted and relationships formed.


No synthetic alternative will do, witnessed in a cruel experiment that showed an infant a video of its burbling mum (distressed, it withdrew). And babies who aren’t talked to, or who are talked at abusively, grow into disruptive kids who can’t express themselves. As do too many South Korean children, despite loving parents and the world’s best education system. With little free time, some become socially malnourished, seeking solitary solace on-line, trading interaction’s challenges for virtual games – short-circuit gratifications that foster ingrown personalities and make their lives hell.


Dr Kim Hyun-soo, chair of the Association of Internet Addiction, explained: ‘These people are very frustrated inside and full of anger.’


Any parent too busy to sit down for tea and ask about school should hear what teachers have to say about fading listening and learning abilities, or perhaps read the UNICEF report rating British kids’ wellbeing the lowest in twenty developed countries, not least because Mum and Dad scarcely speak to them. Then have a weep, then think again.


Conversation can heal us. Children of talkative parents have higher IQs, know how to make connections, and friends. While we pay therapists to listen, in talking cultures depression remains a dictionary term. And the centenarian concert pianist’s intuitions were confirmed by a study of geriatric nuns, which found that gunky brain cells don’t equate with dementia, not if the nun keeps chatty, happy and takes the odd toddle.


As Nicholas Humphrey demonstrated, good conversationalists see others’ perspectives, so have less destructive arguments. They don’t, unlike the last, word-cudgelling President of the United States, inhabit an either/or universe. To assert ‘you’re with us or against us’is to quash debate, leading to bad decisions.


In 1940 Sir Kinahan Cornwallis, a British diplomat who helped forge the kingdom of Iraq, wrote:


The value of personal contacts and friendships has been proved over and over again in the Middle East, and the evil effects of aloofness and indifference are clear for all to see.


If only the lesson were learned. Not talking – failing to acknowledge the other point of view, never mind engage with it – polarizes, killing debate. In its absence, silence breeds suspicion, anger and violence, creating further distance – distance that comes to seem unbridgeable, faced with the unspeakable.


My hell is not, as it was for Sartre, other people. It is a twenty-first century with 6 billion-plus of us, on a shrinking planet, with dwindling resources, not talking. Lose the means to work out who we are, what we have in common, and we lose stories, the greatest consolation. Novelist John Steinbeck understood the creative balm of sympathy:


We are lonesome animals. We spend all of our life trying to be less lonesome. One of our ancient methods is to tell a story begging the listener to say – and to feel – ‘Yes, that is the way it is, or at least that is the way I feel it.’


Guazzo was right, conversation gives us humanity. Without it we’re less than the sum of our parts, unable to improvise or be what roguish seventeenth-century philosopher Francis Bacon called ‘a ready man’. And we need to be. Service industry is the future and if not the cheapest workers, we’d better be smarter to beat the competition. In a sense many of us are already courtiers. Yet the decline in everyday courtesy – failure to meet the eye, switch off that phone – attests to an urgent need to reawaken nerve endings.


Historically, the periods when conversation was most revered have been among the most fruitful for reason, invention and respect for the individual; times when people believed that their opinions could change the world. Think of the babbling coffee houses frequented by Samuel Johnson and enlightened chums; the great French salons, which brought together thinkers and artists and politicians, galvanizing mindshifts and freedoms from which the West continues to benefit. For Johnson and co, newspapers and print sped up talk. The Internet can do more for us, if we’re sane about it. This is an exciting time for conversation. Potentially.


Stand on each others’ shoulders and we can, like acrobats, build pyramids. Just as Jimmy Connors raised John McEnroe’s game, so Coleridge spurred Wordsworth, so the Almohad court propagated scientific and cultural advance. What would Shakespeare, Jonson and chums have been had they not met in pullulating Elizabethan London and hung out at the Mermaid Tavern, where pub banter was


So nimble, and so full of subtle flame,
As if that every one from whence they came
Had meant to put his whole wit in a jest,
And had resolved to live a fool the rest
Of his dull life


Einstein appreciated this: he trundled to his office in Princeton’s Institute for Advanced Study solely for ‘the privilege of walking home with Kurt Gödel’. Three freewheeling years of chatter led Francis Crick and James Watson to their epochal discovery of the structure of DNA. Do I hear you ask, ‘But is it art?’


Were it not for mental and social workouts at a tertulia, a salon in Barcelona that he came to dominate like Barnum did his circus, seventeen-year-old Picasso might not have become a genius anecdote-teller, as well as a poet (little appreciated outside Spain), or won the renown and contacts that eased his scramble to the apex of the twentieth century’s artistic pyramid. Walter Sickert, a lesser painter, famously donned his ‘lying suit’ to wow Mayfair dinner parties and butter the crumpets of rich admirers.


Conversation makes connections. For heaven’s sake, it’s a laugh.


There is No Right Way


On the other hand, if you want to kill a conversation, tell people you’re writing a book on the subject. Either they feel like lab rats, or they turn nasty.


‘Why you?’ asked a doubting friend.


‘Nice idea, but you can’t make anyone better at it,’ said a tactful teacher.


‘So what’s it all about then?’ demanded a scary novelist.


‘Oh, well,’ I replied, ‘you know, being interested in people.’


‘Yeah?’


‘But you don’t want me to go on about that now, or I’ll start reciting my manuscript,’ I blustered, hoping to shuffle to another topic.


‘Right.’ But the look on the man’s face said, ‘Wrong.’


‘Sorry, I’m tired. My defence is that you don’t have to be a Grand Master to discuss chess, so I needn’t be a brilliant conversationalist.’


‘No,’ he said. ‘But you’d better be bloody good at it.’


Who am I to tell you what to do?


I’ve been obsessed with words and reading since I can remember, and, though shy, always loved talking, often dragged to the front of the class for it. But that’s not exactly conversation skill.


My parents valued conversation, and sent me and my middle sister to practise on a long-suffering blind man, Colonel Colbeck (complete with curlicue moustache and much repeated tales of secreting whoopee cushions under bustles at Mama’s Edwardian tea parties). Despite their efforts, I’m no Oscarina Wilde, and have often failed to keep the ball rolling. For work, I’ve navigated the challenges of interviewing celebrities, as well as publicized naked Russian poets and negotiated with wily agents – champion cud-chewers all. However, I also tend to interrupt, jump between thoughts, and on too many occasions, have had cause to wish my foot didn’t fit so snugly in my mouth. And I have suffered bores.
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