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Foreword
Brian Waring
It will not surprise you to hear that the places
people go for public conversation in the twentyfirst century have evolved, with spaces like
coffeehouses, pubs, post offices and even
hairdressers playing an increasingly important
role in enabling and, on occasion, facilitating
conversation and connecting local communities.
The growth of the UK’s ‘café culture’ and use of
conversational space coincides with observations
and reports in the press that we are talking less. As
this report shows, this is not actually the case. It’s
not that we’re talking less – we are just talking in
different ways about different things. Put simply,
our conversations have become more and more
fragmented and we are increasingly less likely to
talk to our neighbours.
Demos
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The problem that Demos highlights in this
pamphlet is that while conversation is essential to
the structures of our public realm, the nature of
conversation has changed. As our conversations
change, policy-makers, thinkers on public space
and business have a responsibility to re-visit how
the spaces around us connect with the changing
ways in which we have conversations and how
public spaces can be used to facilitate and enable
the conversations that are so crucial to our public
realm.
Starbucks believes that by working with Demos
on this report, practical steps and suggestions
have been generated that could improve the
quality, vibrancy and frequency of public
conversation. Knowing our neighbours by name,
helping our children develop the skills to converse
effectively, and recognising the value of small talk
as a means to foster community spirit and
cohesion are just some of the simple, yet effective
ways that could encourage conversations and help
re-engage a wide range of people to come
together, facilitate change and make a difference,
12
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not only to their own community but to society
as a whole.
In the UK, over a million people visit Starbucks
stores every week. They may come by themselves
or to meet others, to converse and share common
interests. Two of the most recognisable aural
characteristics of the ‘Starbucks Experience’ are
the sounds of espresso machines and of
customers talking. Conversation permeates the
atmosphere as much as does the coffee. It is a
place, according to the author John Simmons,
that is ‘socially democratic’, where the businessman sits in the same space as the mum taking a
break from shopping, or the students getting
together after class.1
Providing a place and space for interaction and
dialogue in communities is inherent to the
culture of Starbucks, and is something we are
intent on developing. We recognise we are a big
company with a large international presence;
however, local communities are absolutely critical
to what we do and we are completely committed
to them.
Demos
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We want to ensure that every store across the
country is unique, and provides space for the
communities it serves and helps to bring people
together. After all, the coffeehouse has long since
been a site of discussion, debate and community
engagement with many valuable and radical ideas
originating from meetings in coffeehouses.
Elsewhere, Starbucks, working in partnership
with the Royal Society of Arts, has re-visited this
long-held tradition through the creation of the
‘Coffeehouse Challenge’. This initiative creates a
space for dialogue in our stores and other
locations, through which the local community
can come and talk about and find solutions to
issues that matter to them. Since its inception in
2004, more than 300 Coffeehouse Challenge
events have taken place, involving over 10,000
people across the country with over 20 awards of
seed funding given out for the most innovative
local projects.
We hope that some of the suggestions in this
report will help to ensure that individuals and
communities are given the space and oppor14
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tunities to engage in effective public conversation.
A demise in public conversation would be too
great a loss to put into words.
Brian Waring, Marketing Director, Starbucks UK
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Introduction

Democracy isn’t solely about polite
conversations in parliaments. . . . It needs to
be continually refreshed with raw passions,
anger and ideals.2
Conversation has long been the cornerstone of
our society. From parliament to neighbourhood
meetings, it is at the heart of our assumptions
about the public realm. There is an intrinsic link
between conversation, our notion of the public
sphere and the quality of democracy. However,
changes within society have weakened the
binding force that it can provide. At the same
time a series of crises, from the perceived decline
of standards of social behaviour to concerns over
16
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security, has dominated the headlines of the
papers we read and the news we consume.
This pamphlet suggests that the adherence to
outdated ways of thinking about social
involvement have intensified concern about our
sense of community. This is connected to
conversation. There is growing alarm – both in
the UK and elsewhere – that we are talking less
than we used to. In this pamphlet, I suggest that
this is a misconception and that the issue is
actually much more complex. New technologies
enable us to speak to people anytime, anywhere
and about virtually any topic we wish and this has
led to a fragmentation of interest groups. As a
result, we are talking less with those who do not
share those interests and less to people in the
areas in which we live and more to people to
whom we are tied by interest, but not necessarily
locale.
Although interest in community groups and
organisations seems to be dwindling, this is not
matched by a decline in our will to be involved in
decision-making processes that affect the public
Demos
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realm. The way that we engage with those around
us has changed. We no longer necessarily connect
with either conventional structures like
community societies or even spaces in which we
can interact and communicate with each other on
a less formal basis, like markets. Instead, we
connect in different ways and around different
forms of conversation. Community involvement
remains of vital importance, but structures of
engagement no longer reflect the ways in which
people are comfortable in having their say. The
issue is that people are not talking about public
affairs less – they are engaging less frequently in
the means by which their conversation can
become public.
On 5 July 2006, Demos convened a group of
invited participants to have a conversation about
conversation and what it means in the public
realm. In that event, and in this pamphlet, we set
out to ask some questions about our assumptions
of community and the possibilities implied by
changes in our society and the nature of our
conversations. This pamphlet proposes that, by
18
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combining what we know about conversations
with what we know about the changing nature of
community, we have the opportunity to
reinvigorate the public realm to engage a wider
range of people and give voice to the wider range
of opinion on which our society is now built.
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1. The importance
of conversation
A world without conversation is a bleak one. In
the Heart of Darkness, Joseph Conrad’s Kurtz talks
and does little else: ‘the man presented himself as
a voice’.3 Kurtz used his voice to construct his own
identity, building a realm in which that identity is
sovereign. Ultimately, though, he is unbalanced:
the problem is that he has developed an identity
that is isolated and shorn of contact. He has spent
years talking to nobody – he spoke and those
around him simply heard and did as he said: they
neither listened nor engaged in any real or
meaningful sense. As a later commentator on
conversation has put it, ‘with no access to our
species’ social feedback and control mechanisms,
there will be nothing to keep misunderstanding,
20
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incivility and dishonesty from creeping into our
daily life at unprecedented levels’.4 Our main
mechanism of social feedback is real and deep
conversation in which we confront and challenge
issues, but maintain a civility and public
friendship, ironing out disagreement. Without
this, there is no understanding: neither negotiation nor sense of reality and community. For
Kurtz, the result is haunting: ‘The horror! The
horror!’
In our daily lives, we avoid such horror by
sociability, interaction with one another on an
equal footing and exchanges based on
conversation. Discourse, speech and talk have
long been the keystones of our society. The very
number of words we have for having a
conversation testifies to its importance. We can
gab, natter, chat, debate, discuss, discourse, gossip,
gas, shoot the breeze, chew the fat, have a confab
. . . the list could go on. All these are prerequisite
for common living. Along with opposable
thumbs, language is what distinguishes us as a
species. Thinkers, from Aristotle to Hannah
Demos
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Arendt, have consistently identified language as
the basis of morality. Rousseau saw the need to
communicate our feelings to others as being one
of our basic desires. More recently, philosophers
and thinkers, names as weighty as Richard Rorty,
Georg Gadamer, Stanley Cavell and Michael
Oakeshott, have put conversation at the very
centre of ‘knowing’. Conversation is more than
simply a mechanism for managing society: it is
the very material of which it is built.
Conversation RIP?
However, the sureness of the foundations that
conversation provides have been questioned.
Books and articles have carried rumours of its
death. On 21 April 2006, a BBC article announced
‘The dying art of conversation’. It was based on
the findings of the Cambridge International
Corpus, a collection of texts used for the analysis
of the English language. ‘Chit-chat and small talk
have taken the place of proper conversation’, the
article began.5 In the USA, meanwhile, Stephen
Miller has published a book on conversation
22
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entitled Conversation: A history of a declining art.6
Seemingly, this is out of kilter with our nature
and the entire history of political and social
thought. Can this really be the case? It is an irony
of our newly hyper-connected world that we
frequently come across reminders that our faceto-face conversation is lessening. As we develop
into a more individualised society, the time that
we spend talking and in conversation with each
other appears to be being eroded. Looking at the
networks within which people discuss different
matters, a team of US researchers compared data
from 1985 and 2004. Their finding was that the
typical American discussion network has slightly
less than one fewer confidant in it than it might
have done two decades ago. Discussion networks
centre on the conversations in which people ask
those close to them for information, opinion or
help and other routine interactions. The
researchers concluded that ‘the social environment of core confidants surrounding the typical
American has become smaller, more densely
interconnected and more centred on the close ties
Demos
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of spouse/partner. The types of bridging ties that
connect us to community and neighbourhood
have withered as confidant networks have closed
in on a smaller core group.’7 Still more strikingly,
they show that where, in 1985, 10 per cent of
people mentioned no confidant with whom they
discuss important matters, by 2004, that had
increased to 24.6 per cent.
Trends like this are far more than academic
observations. They seem reinforced by popular
culture. Daily, we can tune into talk shows in
which personal topics are discussed and vented
on air and before millions. Nominally, this is
conversation, but more accurately, these shows
thrive on adversarial gobbets of opinion. TV
shows like Jerry Springer in the USA or Trisha in
the UK are the most notorious examples of this
breed of television, but more high-brow
programmes like Newsnight can take similarly
adversarial stances to conversation. Even the
architecture of our politics promotes this logic.
Across the world, from the UN to the European
Parliament, democratic representatives sit in
24
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egalitarian circles. By contrast, in the Houses of
the British Parliament parties sit in opposition, a
visual reinforcement of the adversarial nature of
political conversation.
Advertising reinforces this culture, charting an
idealised land in which conversation flows as
freely as milk and honey. Famously, a British
Telecom advertising campaign promulgated the
truism that ‘it’s good to talk’. It patently is, so why
do we need reminding? The media has aggravated
a nagging itch: the suspicion that we might
actually be talking less. Other advertising campaigns have picked up on this – slogans rest on
the apparent luxury of conversation: ‘Who would
you most want to have a one to one with?’
Meanwhile, technology seems to promote a
culture of isolation. You or I can conduct an
everyday experiment that would appear to
confirm this. A quick and informal head-count,
done over a week on London’s public transport
system in the interest of this research, suggests
that about a third of us spend our journeys
plugged into our iPods and MP3s; a further fifth
Demos
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of us will usually be playing with our phones or
Blackberries, often deep in a tunnel, away from
any possible reception. ‘When I was walking here
today’, said one speaker at the event we held for
this research, ‘there were all these people with
iPods and mobile phones – they were looking
down and, just by having poor eye contact, they
were not living in public, they were internalised,
existing in their own worlds.’
This is not to say that the individuals in
question are any less public-minded or any more
mean-spirited. Rather, we have more and more
opportunity – and are seemingly taking it – to
avoid interaction with the world around us: MP3
player sales increased 1270.5 per cent between
2002 and 2004.8 We exist daily amid signs and
symbols of isolationism. The Washington Post has
described our society as an age of ‘sonic
smugness’, in which we are plugged into our
music, but not those around us.9 The British
social scientist, John L Locke, believes that we are
on the verge of an ‘autistic society’ in which
‘evidence is accumulating that a sizeable
26
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proportion of those who cannot wait to turn on
their computers in the morning are unable to
turn them off at night’.10
Occasionally, technology is used to protect: at
the London School of Economics, researchers for
the report Mobile Life have discovered that 54 per
cent of women under 25 say that they use their
mobiles to deter approaches from men. However,
as the number of mobile handsets we own
outstrips our population at some 62.5 million
and an average of 106 million text messages are
sent each day, we have to ask what important
aspects of face-to-face conversation might be lost
in these technological advances.11 Technological
advance is pushing us away from even the most
basic of our social units. Forty-four per cent of
Britons say that face-to-face conversations are
getting shorter. A third of us spend less time
talking to friends and family because we can text
or e-mail; 46 per cent would text to avoid
‘wasting’ time in a conversation. One in five say
they now know less about what’s going on in their
friends’ and families’ lives or how they are
Demos
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feeling.12 Elsewhere, researchers have found that
heavy domestic use of the internet reduces talking
with family members, causing social networks to
shrink and increasing loneliness and depression.13
Polling conducted by YouGov appears to
confirm this less than rosy picture.14 A sample of
British citizens was asked whether they would
strike up a conversation in a range of different
public places that varied from the pub to the
street and the park – the traditional heartland of
public space. About three-quarters of us do not
readily strike up a conversation with a stranger.
Still more strikingly, there appears to be a
generational split over willingness to engage in
face-to-face conversation. Younger people are less
likely to strike up conversation with other
members of the public. One explanation for this
is a natural age gradient in which younger
respondents are less rooted to a given locality: as
people get older, buy houses and send children to
school, we might expect them to express greater
concern for their immediate area. Nevertheless,
because that same younger generation represents
28
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the future, and will grow up with attitudes shaped
by emerging, more individualised and, as we shall
see, potentially isolating technologies, the
apparent decline in conversationalism does pose
worrying questions for our future.
Statistics, though, can occasionally be
misleading. The graph in figure 1 appears to show
that younger populations are less likely to strike
up a conversation in the street or in the pub and,
by and large, are less likely to chat to strangers.
What it doesn’t show or imply is that younger
people are less chatty in general and, as we shall
see, converse using technologies and on the
internet in particular. In fact, Kate Fox, who wrote
the foreword to Mobile Life, believes that ‘the
space-age technology of mobile phones has
allowed us to return to the more humane patterns
of pre-industrial society, when we lived in small,
stable communities, and enjoyed frequent
conversation with a tight social network of family,
neighbours and friends’.15 As one participant in
the event we held for this research put it, ‘if you
look at the proliferation of user groups, marches
Demos
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Percentage likely to strike up a conversation

Figure 1 GB population: likelihood of
striking up a conversation by age
range (base: 2458)
28
27
26
25
24
23
22
21
18–29

30–50
Age range

over 50

Source:YouGov survey into community, 28 April –
2 May 2006
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against Iraq, and newspapers, all of that is rising
at the moment, in some way, politically, we are
talking more’.
However, while we have redefined the concept
of conversation, and the shape of our daily
interactions has changed, some questions remain
unanswered. The key point is one raised by
Thomas Friedman in his analysis of globalisation:
when people were able to access information and
communicate through one and the same device,
‘people all over the world started waking up and
realising that they had more power than ever to
go global as individuals’.16
Naturally, we associate with people who share
our opinions, attitudes and ideas. However, as
technologies and topics multiply, we increasingly
speak only to like minds. The snag is that this
leaves out of the equation the very geographic
and locational ties on which our public realm is
built. A statistic from the USA sums this up: by
‘1994, there was a shocking increase in the
number of people who had never spent an
evening with a neighbour – from one in five to
Demos
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nearly one in three – a 41 per cent increase since
the same question was asked twenty years
earlier’.17 Our assumptions about community and
the public realm rely on conversations being
structured, however informally. We spoke as
members of a class, of a trade union or a
particular profession. We spoke as representatives
– conceptually at least – of a recognisable group.
Now, we speak as individuals. The question is
what this means for the public realm.
Case study 1 Brief encounters
As they speed from Nîmes to Nice, commuters
on France’s SNCF need no longer stock up on
pulp fiction or reread the business proposal
for the umpteenth time. Now, with bookings
on certain long-distance journeys, they can
detail their preferences for topics and book in
for a conversation. For an extra €1.50, the
SNCF offers them the opportunity to register
their particular interests and sit alongside
people who share them.

32

Demos

The importance of conversation

This reveals several key things about the
way we think of conversation at the turn of
the twenty-first century. The first, and most
encouraging, is that we like conversation.
However – and understandably – we like that
conversation to be around topics of our
choice. As we shall see, the commodification
of conversation – setting personal parameters
to interaction – is also important.
The SNCF scheme can be read as both an
encouragement and an admonition. It
demonstrates that we have no less appetite
for conversation than we did before. On the
other hand, it reveals some of the new
attitudes and expectations we bring to
interaction.
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2. The public
realm
In May 2006, David Miliband, then Minister for
Local Government, pledged reform, what he
called a ‘double-devolution of power’, from
Whitehall to the town hall, and from the town
hall to the neighbourhood. At a time at which the
strength of communities is the focus of governmental initiatives – from initiating strategic
partnerships, creating a forum for the major institutions of communities, to Sure Start centres
designed to bring parents together within
communities – if we are sharing fewer
conversations, then the implications could be
drastic. This is especially so if conversation is the
essential element of building trust, particularly
between people who might not otherwise come
into contact. As the Confederation of British
34
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Industry has suggested: ‘Authorities should be
prepared to use a range of options for
empowering local people during the procurement
process. Different groups of people will have
different needs, and the options for user
engagement should be adapted according to the
service.’18
Participation – the involvement of citizens in
shaping and influencing the communities in
which they live – has been a dominant theme of
recent politics. It allows us as citizens to influence
our lives for the better and is important to policymakers because it offers the possibility of
improving social outcomes in ways that are
legitimate and have more resonance with those
that they will affect. All told, participation – and
the conversations on which it depends – is vital
for the health of the public sphere.
The ‘public sphere’ is a familiar concept. The
notion comes largely from the work of the
German political philosopher, Jürgen Habermas,
who believes that ‘a portion of the public sphere
comes into being in every conversation in which
Demos
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private individuals assemble to form a public
body’.19 In relation to physical spaces in which
these conversations can take place, thinkers have
defined the public domain as ‘those places where
an exchange between different social groups is
possible and also actually occurs’.20
Conversations are at the heart of this exchange:
they enable us to evaluate our actions and our
opinions, balancing them with those of the
people around us. Aristotle defined man as a
political animal: we have an innate need to live
together and therefore a need for community.
Community can be defined as cooperation and
taking into account the needs of others. It is also
the simple, day-to-day interaction that feeds our
knowledge and sense of identity. In this way, there
is being social, living together in numbers, and
there is being societal, thinking and acting in ways
that will help us to continue to live together.
Thinking societally is crucial to our citizenship.
No community can exist without some level of
commitment from its members. This is not
necessarily born of goodwill, but can be born of
36
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self-interest. We cooperate because we need to
respond to some force greater than we could face
alone. We cooperate because we cannot exist in
conflict with those around us. All these concepts,
however, rely on understanding, and mutual
recognition, and this requires conversation.
Conversation has long been the lifeblood of
egalitarian society, from the republican ideals of
Cicero’s Rome to the civic humanism of Early
Modern Europe. It was no coincidence that the
theories behind England’s Glorious Revolution of
1688 swirled from the coffeehouses of London:
the conviviality of the coffeehouse, bawdy and
argumentative on occasion, created a forum in
which public matters could be discussed. They
were arenas in which ‘men learnt new ways of
combinational friendship, turning their discussion
there into commercial ventures, critical tribunals,
scientific seminars and political clubs’.21 In the
mid-seventeenth century, the political philosopher James Harrington, whose thinking provided
the context for democratic innovation from the
Glorious Revolution to the American ConstituDemos
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tion, organised a club, the ‘Rota’ at the Turk’s
Head coffeehouse in Covent Garden. The rules of
participation were that members came prepared,
having purchased the pamphlet to be debated
beforehand, and the seating plan was designed to
provide for equal and egalitarian debate.22
Much of this history is rose-tinted, but the
ideals that underlie it are telling. The structures
and language of conversation and community
participation are embedded in our history: the
concept of school parent governors, for instance,
dates back at least to the 1870 Education Act.23
Even the language of politics reinforces the
importance of conversation. Our representatives
sit on our behalf in parliament, under the management of a speaker. If we want to make our points
known, we can do so at Speakers’ Corner and we
have the freedom of speech to do this. Even at
everyday levels, we can ‘have our say’ in meetings,
in arguments and in discussion. There is an
intrinsic link between conversation, our notion of
the public sphere and the quality of democracy.
However, events like the bombings of 7 July
38
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2005, the media frenzy over anti-social behaviour
and other contemporary concerns have brought
into question our overall competence to live in
the societal ways that are so central to our public
realm. At the same time, our conversations appear
to be in decline. The BBC article is not an isolated
expression of worry. In an age in which the
societal instincts that Aristotle and others
identified seem strained, people are beginning to
look to their conversations – or their absence –
for the answers.
Statistically, there is a clear link. In the YouGov
poll,24 people in Scotland proved the most likely
to know people in their neighbourhood by name.
Nationwide, the average number of people who
knew more than 20 people by name in their
neighbourhood is 14 per cent. In the three
Scottish TV regions (Scottish TV, Grampian and
Border) by which the sample is broken down, this
number rises to 23 per cent, 33 per cent and 36
per cent, respectively – an average of nearly 31 per
cent, some 15 per cent higher than the national
average. This community spirit is echoed in the
Demos
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Table 1 GB Adult population – scales
of neighbourliness and
conversationalism (%)
National Carlton/ Scottish
average LWT
average
(London)

How many of the people
14
living in your street (or in
the immediate area
surrounding where you
live) do you know by name?
(More than 20)

12

31

Do you know the name of
your local councillor? (Yes)

42

34

59

At which, if any, of the
14
following places would you
be likely to strike up a
friendly conversation (not
complaining) with people
you don’t know?
(Answer: none)

21

12

Source:YouGov survey into community, 28 April – 2 May 2006
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polling for political engagement and conversationalism (see table 1).
This data does more than just represent the
healthiness of community spirit north of the
border compared with London and its environs.
It also implies a link between political and
community awareness and conversation, and this
is what we will focus on here.
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3. Concerns over
the public realm
Conversations are the means by which we connect
our individual will to collective action. This is not
to say that all public conversations lead directly to
action, but they do create the ethos for action.
Democracy works by the concept of possibility.
Not all people vote, but it is essential that they feel
able to and believe that, if they did, then they
would be having their say. The same is true in
more everyday terms. Public conversations are
essential in building confidence in our ownership
of the world around us. It is in conversation that
the individual becomes the public citizen that it is
in our nature to be.
Conventionally, participation is associated with
the structures of our public realm, the organisa42
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tions, institutions, processes and procedures with
which we engage. However, our willingness to
engage with these organisations has been
questioned. The decline of social capital – ‘the
resources for collective action, such as contacts,
friendships or the ability to ask favours of people,
which citizens access through membership in
particular types of social networks’25 – has been a
dominant trend of recent thinking, most
famously illustrated by the sociologist Robert
Putnam, in the decline of the community bowling
team in the USA.
In the UK, most recent commentators argue
that this is far from the case, and that ‘there is
nothing approaching the fall-offs in memberships
reported by Putnam’.26 Membership of
community associations is not declining: in fact, it
increased from 17 per cent in 1994 to 25 per cent
in 2000.27 We may not be bowling together in this
country, but we still go to the pub as much as we
have ever done – if George Orwell was right, and
we go to pubs for conversation as much as beer,
then this can only be encouraging.28
Demos

43

44

Demos

Source:YouGov Survey into community, 28 April –
2 May 2006
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Concerns over the public realm

However, research belies such optimism. As the
YouGov survey shows, disengagement outweighs
even the total of all the forms of participation
studied (see figure 2).29
At first glance, even allowing for the idea that
democracy works in aggregate, this seems to
present the very bleak prospect that a large
majority of us feel isolated and that our sense of
community is in decline. Although some
participate in the structures of our public life, it
still brings into question the egalitarian principles
on which they rest. When further figures – this
time from the former Office of the Deputy Prime
Minister – reveal that, while 82 per cent of British
people think that ‘community involvement’ is a
good idea and 26 per cent say that they would like
to do it, only 2 per cent can say that they actually
have, this is particularly worrying.30 Figures from
the polling agency Serco, for a more local survey
conducted in 2006, show very similar results: 80
per cent of those asked were keen to get involved
in public services, but only 25 per cent were
actually prepared to give up their time.31 There
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appears to be a disconnect between what people
say and the ways in which they are actually
leading their lives.
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4. An anatomy of
conversation
According to the US political scientist, Michael
Schudson, ‘conversation is not the soul of
democracy’.32 Schudson’s statement is bold; but it
needs examining. It asks what conversation really
is, and why it is so important. Clearly, not all
conversations are the same. They vary in both
content and context. A pub conversation will
most likely be very different from that conducted
in a meeting. Similarly, a conversation about the
2006 World Cup is likely to be very different from
another about Britain’s pensions crisis. In their
own way, though, all conversations contribute to
our sense of society and community, and it is
important to understand how.
The Oxford English Dictionary defines
conversation as ‘an informal spoken exchange of
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news and ideas between two or more people’.33
Conversation is a collective product. In speech, we
use language to negotiate our position in relation
to those around us, and so we need people to
whom we can talk as equals. By listening and
responding to others talk, we understand how
they see themselves and how they see us.
Conversations take place in a number of
different ways. At a very functional level, we use
conversations to organise our lives. The conversations that we have each day contribute to a
sense of community and are very important to us.
In business, we use conversations to negotiate
specific ends and, often, these are structured by
agenda and articulated towards a clear purpose.
Writing in the Financial Times, for instance, two
management experts proposed a typology of ‘four
distinct types of conversations’ in the workplace:
conversations to make sense, conversations to
make choices, conversations to make things
happen and conversations to make revisions.34
These are, of course, very process- and businessoriented categories. By contrast, in our social
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lives, conversations are often bitty, disjointed and
wide-reaching. To attempt to describe each and
every form would be a daunting task.
Nevertheless, all of these conversations are the
threads that make up the fabric of our lives and,
as such, conversation is the subject of much
interest, from quick, self-help books on how to
get ahead in conversation, to more rigorous
investigations of its meaning, like that of
Theodore Zeldin.35
Gossip, for instance, the bittiest and most
everyday of conversational types, has been
recognised as playing a specific role. In the snipes
at the water cooler, the chats on the phone and
the drinks in the pub, we navigate the events
that occur in our daily lives. We garner opinion,
learning facts from others and building the
experience of ideas, life, people and generalities
that we need to exist in the modern world.
Based on research with the General Teaching
Council of England, John Craig has suggested
that morale in the teaching profession is low
precisely because of the lack of shared rituals and
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‘water cooler moments’.36 Gossip soothes the
sense of isolation and create a sense of commonality.
For Nick Emler, head of the School of Human
Sciences at Surrey University, gossip plays a role
that is still more reinforcing. It makes up about 80
per cent of conversations. Contrary to popular
belief, very little of that is malicious – it equates to
only about 5 per cent of the gossip that does take
place.37 Quite the opposite of being malicious,
gossip is constructive. Not knowing something
leads to anxiety; in conversation or otherwise,
when it becomes apparent that we are unaware of
a given fact, gossip can reassure – it allows us to
fill in gaps. In the workplace, this is vital, like the
water it contains, the gossip that the cooler fosters
can refresh and cleanse, especially in contexts in
which more formal conversation is often
trammelled by concepts of hierarchy and propriety. In this way, and in the way that it provides
for greater knowledge and understanding, gossip
and chit-chat provides the foundation for
building deeper conversations. It helps people feel
50
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comfortable with their environments and with
those around them.
There are also more private conversations.
These are those that take place between families
and close friends and associates. Often, of course,
these will relate to private matters. But, in a recent
US study, it was found that crime and education
in particular are talked about more often in terms
of personal relevance, in the home and other
spaces closer to the private than the public self.38
The study identifies these topics in particular as
‘bridging’ the gap between personal and private
conversation, a quality that the authors suggest
challenges ‘claims that political conversation and
personal conversation proceed by entirely
different rules’.39 As we shall see, in tandem with
changes in society more generally, it might also
reflect the fact that these subjects are those that
impact most closely on our personal lives.
Following other political observers, from Alexis
de Tocqueville to John Dewey, the authors also
suggest ‘that interlocutors shift readily from the
discussion of political issues to aimless chat to
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conversation about personal issues in a manner
that does not markedly separate the public from
the private sphere, producing what we term
ordinary political conversation’.40
However, it would be a mistake to see these
different forms as being unconnected. On one
level, and as we have seen, so-called small talk
provides for the points of common
understanding and reference that enables deeper
conversation around subjects that are more
contentious or more significant in the public
sense. Furthermore, if chit-chat is blurring with
so-called ‘proper conversation’, it may well be
because it fulfils a role in which ‘proper
conversation’ – or public conversation – and the
structures that facilitate it are no longer adequate.
Defining public conversations
In public conversation we act consciously to
manage our lives through negotiation and to
discuss content that has impact on the public
realm. There are two kinds of public
conversation:
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The first is the conversation that we
have in public, in front of an audience,
however formal.
The second relates to public
conversations in which participants
consciously cooperate to work on and
talk through solutions – deep public
conversations – and these require
comfortable contexts and situations in
which to confront and overcome
difficulties.

The first type of public conversation carries with
it a number of caveats. More often than not, it
will be structured: participants will have in mind
a particular point of view, and the purpose is to
persuade. These conversations are often very
difficult to have. The sociologist, Erving Goffman,
demonstrated that the fear of being shown up or
humiliated often causes us to be reticent and we
become acutely aware of the presentation of the
self.41 This is so even in political activism, a field
in which we would not normally expect bashDemos
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fulness: a study of political groups in the US
found that – just like people in other contexts –
participants are much more likely to express their
true feelings after the event and in the company of
their close intimates.
Conversation also requires confidence in our
knowledge. Formerly, this was provided by chitchat, but as the sources of information available
multiply – some 70,000 new blogs are created
each day, each covering different areas of
specialisation – this equality of knowledge can
only dwindle, especially as our jobs and working
lives become more particularised and, in some
cases, polarised. For Theodore Zeldin: ‘It is time
that in our work we got rid of at least some of the
barriers that prevent us from sharing the
thoughts and language and style of other
professions. The term “social exclusion” applies
not only to the poor, but to all whose mind-set is
confined to a single profession.’42
This is a point not about expertise, but
comprehension. Good ideas can usually be
expressed simply and intelligibly – quite often,
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though, professional or complex language and
jargon can prevent this, a point made by Stephen
Poole in his book Unspeak.43 With knowledge
proliferating, we risk what has been called a
‘famine’, or a situation in which the few have
conversational superiority over the many.44 In the
Demos report Disablism, the example of the
scientific community illustrates this well. For
those of us outside that world, it is very easy to
assume common intelligibility between, say,
physicists and chemists. However:
Each group has a very strong culture of its
own: a literature, a set of jargon and
acronyms that are often totally
impenetrable to outsiders. Sometimes,
they’re even impenetrable to insiders. They
have different worldviews, different sets of
techniques for problem-solving.45
Imagine, then, what this situation is like across
the public realm as a whole. We are much more
likely to discuss public content in contexts that
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are private, or at least not public in any formal or
structured sense. One study in the USA has found
that most conversations relating to public content
take place in the home, or in other spaces in
which participants are comfortable with both
their surroundings and the people with whom
they are talking. This is down to the security and
trust that people feel in domestic situations being
more conducive to them taking the risk of stating
their opinions. It is no coincidence that some 65
per cent of the sample approached in the US
study said that they shared the same general
orientation with their intimate circle: we are close
to those with whom we share opinions, and so we
are more likely to take conversational risks in
those circles.46
Risk is also central to the second, and very
particular type of conversation: deep public
conversations. In these conversations, people take
the risk of bringing together opinion. For the
renowned expert on conversation, Theodore
Zeldin, these are the conversations in ‘which you
start with a willingness to emerge a slightly
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different person. It is always an experiment,
whose results are never guaranteed. It involves
risk.’47
In ‘truly public’ conversations, we talk with
others who might not share our opinions.48 Risk,
in this context, is not necessarily threatening: it is
the challenge of being open and exposing your
opinions and attitudes to scrutiny. This process
is difficult but, at the same time, it is necessary if
we are to live together equitably, democratically
and cooperatively. As the Disablism report
continues:
This is why getting them [people with very
different opinions] to work together is so
valuable. While no one person knows the
techniques of every discipline and subdiscipline, if they can communicate and
collaborate with people from other
disciplines it’s possible to draw on other
perspectives when necessary. Sometimes, by
bringing together different people, amazing
things happen.49
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Deep public conversation requires true
friendliness. This is much more than being nice,
comforting, reassuring and placatory. It is the
friendliness of honesty, openness and listening –
the combinational friendliness mentioned earlier,
the societal capacity that grows from this
sociability: the concern for others and the
common good that is born of knowledge and
understanding of those around us. Only with this
friendliness in place can we have the
conversations that really matter: the conversations
in which we confront and handle risk.
This is where Conrad’s Kurtz went wrong: in
his conversations, he took no risk – people were
scared of him and they did not listen in the true
sense, they simply obeyed. The same applies to
public conversations: we have them in private,
behind closed doors, where people speak either to
those whom they trust and whose opinion they
know that they cannot offend, or to those of a
similar opinion in the first place. Perhaps, also,
the Electoral Commission’s estimate that 14.5
million of us take part in a political conversation
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every day is less rosy: we might be discussing
politics, but is the motive truly public? The
Commission also found that ‘Britons who take an
interest in local issues are ten times more likely to
discuss their views in the local pub than at
political meetings’.50 Although 14.5 million
conversations might represent an interest in their
political content, because they take place in safe,
comfortable arenas, and are most likely between
friends and associates, they are unlikely to
constitute deliberation that overcomes significant
difference.
Case study 2 Deep public conversations
In the Demos pamphlet Hearts and Minds,51
Scilla Elworthy and Gabrielle Rifkind tell two
stories that reveal the importance of deep
conversation and deep listening.
The first is about a consultation organised
by the Coalition for Peace and Unity (CPAU) in
Afghanistan. The CPAU invited the local
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warlord, the commander of some 2000
militiamen. Initially, he took part for reasons of
protocol, intending to stay only for the first
day. However, so engrossed was he in the
discussion that ensued and the different
opinions that he encountered, that he stayed
for the whole week. At the end of this time, he
went home and dismissed his army.
The second relates to Northern Ireland. The
patience and determination of Senator
George Mitchell in listening to the opinions
and beliefs of all sides has been credited as
being one of the key foundations of the Good
Friday Agreement. As Mo Mowlam described
it, it was his policy of listening fully and for ‘as
long as it takes’ that brought all into the
process, enabling them to have their say.
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5. The structures
of the public
realm no longer
support
conversation
Much of the concern over the public realm that
we noted earlier relates to the levels of engagement in the structures of community
involvement and governance that are currently in
place. Clearly, in itself, this is a worry, but it is
possible that the barrier is linguistic and
conceptual as opposed to representing apathy. As
we have seen, people are not talking about public
affairs less – they are engaging less frequently in
the means by which their conversation can
become public, a trend that parallels the
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disengagement apparent in the YouGov survey.52
Connecting conversation with the perceived
decline of the public realm gives us a new
challenge. Conventionally, commentators have
seen two problems. The first is that we are having
fewer conversations, and this represents a threat
to our public realm – though as we have seen, the
situation is a little more complex than that. The
second is that we are engaging less in the
organisations and institutions that have
historically and traditionally represented our
engagement in that public realm. The reality is
that these are perceived ills and, in trying to
remedy them, we are pursuing a red herring.
Although we are not having fewer conversations
of a public nature, we are showing an increased
reluctance to conduct them in conventional ways,
and this is manifest in our apparent rejection of
the symbols of community.
Put simply, we have developed ways of
interacting and conversing along lines that the
structures of engagement can no longer reflect. It
is not our public sphere that is under threat: it is
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the logic with which we approach it. For years, we
did not think to look inside the institutions of
governance and engaged with the institution
rather than the individual. The police were ‘The
Police’, the health service, ‘The Health Service’ and
so on. This is not to say that individual
interaction did not happen, far from it. What has
changed is that the relationship between us as
users and the individual as representative of the
institution has changed. We are no longer as ready
to accept organisations and institutions as being
communal goods in their own right. Our society
has become ever more consumer-focused and
driven by personal preference and the service they
provide to us as individuals, rather than in
societal terms as their being a good in their own
right.
Now, we look to the individuals who make up
the institutions and organisations and on whom
processes and procedures rest rather than the
institutions themselves. We complain when we are
passed from recorded message to recorded
message and we lament the decline of the shop
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assistant: it is true, it is a more satisfactory
experience to be served at the counter than to be
siphoned along an aisle. ‘One of the most
frustrating things is when you’re phoning
anywhere about anything, and you don’t talk to
anybody . . . it’s like a brick wall,’ said one
respondent to the National Consumer Council’s
research into public services in 2005.53 Indeed, as
growing populations and the use of services
increases, our constant and ever-present desire for
direct engagement has put a strain on infrastructures across all areas of society. In our daily
lives, automated ticket machines are a direct
result of that strain. In the First National Bank in
Chicago, it costs $3 to speak to a cashier or, as
they are more phonically known in the US, a
teller.54
It is not that we have suddenly become more
desirous of human contact. What has changed is
that cramps on time, infrastructure and finance
have forced organisations to use technology to
bypass expensive labour costs. As a result, we have
become very much more conscious of the role of
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direct conversation in service, and so very much
more protective and assertive of it. In the USA,
McDonald’s has calculated that it is cheaper to
convey orders at drive-through restaurants to a
call-centre, hundreds of miles away, than it is for
somebody to take the order face-to-face: the
whole transaction can be completed 30 seconds
faster, and so more burgers can be sold per hour.55
At the same time, we have become more assertive
of our right to personalise services, using conversation to convey our specific desires. As
Charles Leadbeater has pointed out, the ‘gap
between large organisations and the intricacy of
people’s everyday expectations and aspirations is
a breeding ground for a growing sense of
resentment, with private services as much as
public’.56
Paradoxically, these changes seem to have led
to a more personalised approach to the structures
of our public realm. Our children benefit from
personalised learning, and in museums and
galleries visitors are no longer passive consumers
of culture, but active participants in the creation
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of meaning.57 Just as our everyday expectations
will widen gaps between us and large
organisations that cannot move quickly enough
to meet them, so quicker, more adaptable means
of communication have allowed us to gather
around these more specific points of concern and
interest. However, this, too, creates a new set of
social challenges: ‘Even with e-mail and
discussion groups, it can be hard for large
numbers of people to coordinate around a single
opinion, at least when an array of options is itself
extremely large.’58
Case study 3 An invitation to speak
Now in its third year, The Coffeehouse
Challenge, run by the Royal Society for the
Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and
Commerce (RSA) in partnership with
Starbucks, provides the opportunity for
people to come together in coffee shops and
other venues throughout the country to talk
about issues that concern them.
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An important part of this is that people are
invited to give their opinions free of any
institutional agenda. Fellows of the RSA
facilitate discussions, and the point is simply
to provide a forum in which ideas can be
voiced and further ideas can be generated.
The conversations that take place, and the
relationships that develop around these ideas
occasionally provide the basis from which the
ideas become reality. One example of this is a
not-for-profit car club, initiated by university
students using cars fuelled by waste
vegetable oil. Organising and facilitating a
conversation, though, is not dependent on
carrying an idea through into practice. What is
important is the collaboration and
development of a community that the
conversation represents and encourages.59

The Coffeehouse Challenge provides a space,
physical and conceptual, in which people are
sufficiently comfortable to build the relationships
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of trust that are necessary for idea generation and
association. Overall, the project presents both a
role model and a challenge. How can we use the
example that it provides to refresh the structures
of our public realm? To do this we need to take
into account the very particular nature of public
conversations
and
the
very
particular
circumstances that they require.
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6. The public must
be brought
back into
conversation
So, on the one hand, we seem more than ever to
demand conversation in our engagement with
organisations; on another, we seem to be avoiding
interaction with the public structures that so
depend on conversation.
The snag is that the conversations on which we
have built our public realm no longer sit within
the same logic. The trend is towards
individualism and the personalisation of services,
but – for our public services to be sustainable –
we need to think societally. The government alone
cannot determine what is a public good, and
institute for its creation. For policy decisions to
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have legitimacy, they must reflect public will.60
However, this can be reached and determined only
by public conversation that includes the public in
the broadest sense. Structures of public
engagement and community membership
therefore remain essential, but they need renewal
and must be compatible with the ways that we are
behaving as a society and the ways in which we
currently converse, and must be in contexts
conducive to that conversation.
To do this, we must balance what we know
about conversation with an understanding of the
new forces that have reshaped our public realm.
To summarise, the first of these understandings is
already in place – conversation will always be the
keystone of society, but this brings with it a
number of considerations:
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Deep public conversation requires
risk; it opposes opinion that cannot
necessarily be reconciled quickly and
easily.
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People are rarely in the situation in
which they feel they can take such
risk.
Current public structures do not
engage the public in its broadest sense
and so do not bring together the
different opinions necessary for a
public conversation.
The arenas in which public issues are
discussed are rarely long-lasting
enough to balance out the opposition
of opinion.
Opinion is often given, but rarely do
others take the risk of deep listening
as opposed to countering that
opinion.

We are at risk of undermining the role of public
conversation in our public realm. To restore
public conversation to its necessary place, we
must look at the second question: How can it fit
into a changing society?
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Case study 4 Table talk
Established by the Joseph Rowntree Reform
Trust in 2004, with the report published in
March 2006, the Power Inquiry set out to
investigate how to encourage and build
greater participation on the part of UK citizens
in the political process. One of the methods it
used to examine this and garner opinion was
to support over 450 ‘Democracy Dinners’.
These addressed key questions that face
Britain and British politics. Importantly,
though, they were convened by the people
involved. From the outset, they were therefore
reliant on people’s own enthusiasm and
people’s own willingness to talk. They
provided the space and time in which they
could do so and also the invitation to put
individual opinions across. Importantly, the
context of a dinner also provided a framework
for discussion and a logic by which people
could manage the event.
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The researchers working on the project
reported back that they ‘encountered no
difficulty in securing or maintaining . . .
participants’ in the dinners and other events
that they supported.61 The will to participate
and talk is there. Overall, the dinners provide
an example both of the willingness of people
to participate in public conversations in ways
in which they are comfortable and the
importance of establishing the context in
framing and setting the conceptual space for
that conversation.
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7. Changes in the
way we live
Changing conversations, changing
communities?
One conclusion to be drawn from stories of antisocial behaviour and contemporary worries over
issues that range from leylandii to iPods might be
that people simply do not care as much as they
might about their communities. There is,
however, another, more convincing explanation.
What if the way that we conceptualise community
is changing and the structures by which we
conceive of a sense of community are no longer
so reliable a gauge of the new societal instincts
that have developed?
The way we live now

Demos research reveals some key changes in the
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Figure 4 How much would you say you
have in common with the following?
Composite measure
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This graph uses a composite scale based on qualitative polling
Source: Henley Centre for Forecasting, Planning for Social
Change (London: Henley Centre, 1998).
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way that we are developing social links. Initially, it
is apparent that we meet each other through very
much the same structures as we have in the past.
Figure 3 shows polling data from the Demos
report Living Together.62 Overwhelmingly, respondents stated that they know each other by
virtue of fairly expected and conventional means,
either living next door, bumping into each other
on the street or their children playing together.
However, our feelings about what we have in
common seem to tell a very different story (see
figure 4).
Geographic and neighbourly proximity is far
less strong a tie than we might imagine. At the
same time, our general perception is that those
ties remain.
What really bind us are more particular aspects
of our lives, our interests, our professions, our
media preference and our age groups. We expect
conventional structures of locale to support
community, and yet our sense of what defines
commonality has progressed at a tangent. In the
YouGov survey, 47 per cent of people thought
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that neighbourhood and voluntary organisations
are the most effective way of taking positive
action to solve issues. Yet, as we have seen, this far
from reflects the involvement of the same sample
in those organisations: 68 per cent of those asked
said that they were not associated with any of the
organisations listed.63 Given the way in which we
form social ties, such findings can only gain
momentum in society at large. In a study of
participants in governance roles, around 80 per
cent were actively recruited by people they
knew.64 The root of this is more than association:
it is in conversation. Socially, we cluster around
interest; however, if our interests lie elsewhere,
beyond the locale, then it is reasonable to expect
that the topics that we want to talk about have
developed along similar lines. Nevertheless, the
confidence in neighbourhood and voluntary
organisations that the YouGov survey suggests
remains telling.
The evidence in table 2 demonstrates that
people expect and believe in the efficacy of
neighbourhood groups: this is consistent across
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Table 2 GB adult population – Which,
if any, of the following do you think
are MOST effective in taking positive
action to solve issues in your local
community?
Group

Percentage

Individuals

14

Neighbourhood groups

36

Voluntary groups

11

Council

18

Don’t know

21

Source:YouGov survey into community, 28 April –
2 May 2006

region, age and social gradings used in the
YouGov survey. So, it is not that geographical and
locational ties are considered invalid. Rather, it
would appear that the structures that are
currently expected to express them and the types
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of conversation that they facilitate no longer seem
to have a great deal of traction with the people
that they are designed to represent. The challenge
that we face is how to refresh those conversations.

80

Demos

8. Changes in the
conversations
we have
The information revolution
Thomas Friedman, in his analysis of
globalisation, The World is Flat, discusses the fall
of the Berlin Wall on 9 November 1989 as having
opened ‘the way for more people to tap into one
another’s knowledge pools’, and as paving ‘the
way for the adoption of common standards’.
Undoubtedly, it did. As Friedman points out: ‘In
Europe alone, the Fall of the Wall opened the way
for the formation of the European Union and its
expansion from fifteen to twenty-five countries.’65
The question we have to ask, though, is to what
extent have we, by our own volition, created new
walls? The Berlin Wall and the divide that it
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represented prevented the spread of ideas from
East to West. As we have had the opportunity to
chat with people around the world who share our
interests, to what extent are we spurning the global
and diverse conversation and challenges that
achievements like that of 9 November represent?
Globally, recent developments in media and
technology have caused a radical shift in the way
that we lead our lives. More than ever before, we
are able to access material according to very
particular interests. Blogging, in particular, has
surged in popularity. According to Technorati, a
website that tracks some 40.5 million websites, as
of October 2005, some 70,000 blogs are created
daily, which equates to about one a second.66 That
is more often than you or I take breath.
Each of these blogs caters to a specific area of
interest, from gossip to politics, to the household
or technology. Of course, catering to specific
interest is nothing new. Books, periodicals and the
like have long focused on the most particular of
subject matter. The coffeehouses of seventeenthand eighteenth-century London were the haunts
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of clientele interested in very particular areas of
life, from literature to trade: John Dryden’s haunt,
Will’s coffeehouse in Covent Garden, was
famously the make or break of dramatists and
other literary types.67 Edward Lloyd encouraged a
focus on trade, shipping and insurance at his
coffeehouse, which developed eventually into the
broker of the same name.68 The New York Stock
Exchange was brewed from similar origins.
What is new is the ease with which we can
close off potential avenues of other, more general
information – the same sort of background we
can get from the surrounding words in books or
in day-to-day chit-chat and gossip. Search engines
enable us to track down very specific data quickly.
It is true that links from websites skew us off into
different directions, but they are more often than
not partisan. In an ad hoc survey of political
websites, for instance, one US commentator
found that almost 60 per cent linked to likeminded sites, compared with only 15 per cent that
offered users a balanced point of view.69
Moreover, as many of us become more adept at
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filtering our sources, we can set up programmes –
RSS feeds – that save us even looking for
information: news relative to our specific interests
simply appears in our web browsers. As Cass
Sunstein has put it, we now read the ‘Daily Me’.70
Where, formerly, technology enabled common
points of reference for chats at the water cooler
about last night’s soap operas, as channels and
media proliferate, these shared sources of news
and entertainment have fragmented and
dissipated.
Globally, newspaper sales are in decline. In
May 2006, the Financial Times reported that US
titles have lost roughly a million readers since last
year. In 1948, US households consumed on
average 1.3 newspapers a day: by 1998, that figure
had shrunk by more than half.71 In Europe, there
has also been a drop in circulation, most severely
in Ireland and the UK. According to The Times,
there has been a 3.6 per cent drop in total UK
newspaper sales since April 2005 alone.72 Where,
in the past, our search for yesterday’s football
scores might have exposed us – at least
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momentarily – to the column inches on the latest
political scandal or any other gobbet of wider
information, now we simply get a text message
after the game telling us who has drawn 0–0.
Social
software
and
websites,
like
myspace.com, also enable us to communicate
more freely with people who share our interests.73
Wikipedia, for instance, is among the fastest
growing communities on the planet. The project
started on 15 January 2001; within a month it
comprised 1000 articles and, by 7 September of
the same year, 10,000. Within a year, the number
had swelled to 20,000. In March 2005, the number
was 500,000,74 and, in August 2006, the number
of entries has more than doubled to over
1,334,266.75
Wikipedia and its fellows represent a new form
of community. Like all other communities, they
find their root in conversation. People are taking
part – either deliberately or otherwise – in a
commonwealth of knowledge. Motivated by the
will to contribute to knowledge in relation to
their particular interests, the mass of articles on
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Wikipedia combines to become more than the
sum of its parts. The question is whether or not
these models of community can sustain the
public conversation that we need to rejuvenate
engagement in the public realm.
The heady cocktail of society and
technology
For Richard Sennett, the very logic of the media is
a threat:
We deny that there ought to be any barriers
in communication between people. The
whole logic of 20th century communications technology has been bent to this
openness of expression. And yet, though we
have enshrined the idea of ease of
communication, we are surprised that the
‘media’ result in ever greater passivity on
the part of those who are the spectators,
personality becomes more and more an
issue on the air, especially in terms of
political life.76
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Sennett’s concern is with the media focus on
personality, and particularly personality-politics.
As history – from the demagoguery of
Savonarolan Florence to the Westminster
elections of 1784 – amply demonstrates,
personality has been a dynamo of politics, but
mass coverage and replication of word and image
give it much greater amplitude. Essentially, the
media is a conversation-killer. We absorb the
same mass media, and slowly, but surely, the
passivity that this induces irons out the
differences on which our public conversation
rests.
The same logic stretches far beyond media
politics and constitutes a potentially devastating
threat to conversation more generally. There is ‘an
underlying perception that we have no functional
need to affiliate with other people because we
already have most of the things we need or are
likely to get’. Furthermore, as we get wealthier and
technologies bring more and more services into
our home, we ‘don’t need to ask a friend or to
become a better friend’ so that we can ask for
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favours, the everyday, conversational favours that
bind us together as a society.77 By virtue of the
new, more personalised means of service delivery,
‘it is now entirely . . . possible to spend little time
in public forums’, and this includes not only
physical spaces like town halls, parks and even
streets, but also the major media of the twentieth
century, newspaper columns and general
broadcasts.78
We have worried about issues such as the stress
of our lives and the wider effects of the
breakdown of conventional society – everything
from litter to ASBOs – for years. But we have
never turned things around and thought that the
problem might be corroding our very natures. By
changing the nature of conversation, harnessing it
to our personal convenience, we are undermining
the very basis of the public realm. It is not that we
lack community spirit, it is that we have
channelled the resources that drive the public
realm to more personal interests, draining social
capital and bankrupting the public sphere.
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9. Technology,
community
and public
conversation
We can now access information and services
without really having to stretch beyond people
with similar interests, and without coming into
contact with each other in everyday life. With
teenagers increasingly adopting the internet as a
means of socialisation, but with ‘little intention of
developing relationships beyond casual chat’, the
future of our communities and the conversation
on which they depend looks bleak. Although
older people do use the internet to make new,
real-life acquaintances, with 26 per cent of
broadband users organising a social or
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community event and 35 per cent feeling that
broadband made them at least more likely to get
involved in community activities, online
relationships nevertheless require cementing in
the real world and, as we have seen, this requires
conversation.
Online, conversations tend to be small talk, the
chit-chat that is so essential to our social lives.
Some blogs do engage participants in sustained
conversation around particular issues like politics.
However, it is easy to leave the metropolitan and
particular natures of these conversations unmentioned and so, as the focus on blogs and other
web-based means of participation sharpens, the
many people who do not use the web to articulate
their opinion can be left out of the equation. ‘Big
talk’ – meaningful and purposeful conversation in
the sense of its being societal – rarely happens on
the internet more generally because users find it
difficult to connect it with public processes like
governance and renewal: ‘you cannot have a
conversation in a vacuum’.79 Especially in the
more personality-driven environment in which
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we live, it is simply harder to build up
relationships of trust online. In online chatrooms,
trust is replaced by common interest and
conversation is safely corralled; there need be no
risk. For us to take the risk of the public
conversation, there needs to be a deeper
conversation.80
So, while information technology has a good
deal to contribute, the logic of the public realm
still demands conversational involvement in
conventional and geographically determined
structures. Overwhelmingly, changes in society
and our use of technology push us away from
this, challenging the logic and foundation that
public conversation provides:




Information technology has created
new forms of community, just as
involved as conventional, geographical
conceptions of community, but based
on specific interest, and accessed only
in those contexts.
Technology, generally, has
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undermined conversational practice,
diverging opinion, but providing few
forums where it can be brought
together in discussion.
Consumer-driven innovation and
technology has led to a personalised
and individualised worldview, which
is in danger of atomising society.
Overall, the primacy that we place on
conversation has been eroded, and this
sits in conflict with the structures of
our public realm.

We need to think about how we can progress
from this situation. Rather than simply
bemoaning the decline of the public sphere, how
can we learn from the ways in which we do have
public conversations and the ways in which we do
pursue our interests, in order to refresh the
organisations and institutions of the public realm
better to suit life in the twenty-first century?
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10. Reinvigorating
public
conversation
Reinforced by changes in technology and society,
the differences between us are more salient than
ever before. We have increasing opportunity to
express ourselves, but are less willing to engage
those expressions in public conversation, where
we bring together different ideas constructively,
rather than antagonistically.
In a society in which cultural and linguistic
clashes are frequent, the need for us to do this has
rarely been more apparent. At the same time, it is
increasingly difficult, and we do not have the
structures to support it. At the time of the
London atrocities of 7 July 2005, Scilla Elworthy
and Gabrielle Rifkind emphasised the need for
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‘deep listening’ in understanding the issues that
different communities bring to society.81 We need
to find a way of talking about the deep differences
between us that can counteract the group-think
tendency to oppose hoodies with citizenship, and
civilisation against civilisation.
Case study 5 Space to think
In early 2006, a team of Demos researchers
facilitated a conference at Wilton Park. The
project was an investigation into communitybased counter-terrorism. For three days,
representatives from Muslim and non-Muslim
community organisations (religious and nonreligious), the Muslim media and media
personalities, the Home Office, MI5, the
Metropolitan Police, writers, researchers and
other individuals involved at all levels
(schools, prisons, study groups, mosques,
large and small organisations) gathered in a
house on the Sussex Downs. The point was to
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have a conversation and talk through
different perspectives on the highly contentious issues that emerged. Conversation
was heated, strained, angry even. As one of
the facilitators has written, ‘we speak often of
deliberation and dialogue as solutions, as
panaceas even, to all our contemporary
quandaries. And it is, undeniably, a part of the
solution. But the harsh truth is that it is
difficult and, far from the feel-good exercise
that everyone imagines or depicts, it is –
initially at least – deeply troubling and
extremely uncomfortable’.82

Deep conversation is defined by the risk, and
openness, that we encountered earlier. The Wilton
Park conference succeeded, and points of view
were shared and recognised because the
discussion was one of a truly public conversation
that took the risk of confronting challenges fairly
and openly. The point was not to develop and
decide on a definite course of action but instead
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to develop the ethos and conceptual space in
which that might happen: combinational
friendship.
The Demos Wilton Park conference was not an
isolated application of deep conversation. The
Washington DC think tank Brookings has held
regular conferences in Doha, Qatar, which create
similar spaces for representatives from both East
and West to confront the issues that face them.
Gatherings like this highlight the need for a very
different set of contexts that enable truly public
conversation. The ideal situation is one in which a
number of needs are met:
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People feel that they are welcome
and invited to contribute their
opinion.
People are prepared to take the risk of
engaging in public conversation.
People are aware that they are being
listened to.
There is the time and space to conduct
sustained conversation.
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The conversation is carefully managed
and moderated.

In another instructive instance, the German
Marshall Fund in the USA partnered the
Rockefeller Foundation to develop a similar
format for conversation, this time in Berlin.
During the day, participants who brought with
them very different opinions focused on a series
of weighty and challenging issues that brought
their attitudes into opposition. In the evening,
though, participants sat and conversed side by
side, watching cultural performances and
listening to music from the different countries
represented. This provided a release, the common
enjoyment of culture. In establishing the
conditions in which deep conversation can take
place, it should not be forgotten that moments
like this can be far more than light-hearted
diversions: they can provide the crucial level at
which people bond as human beings, rather than
dividing over issues determined by factors such as
nationality, economics or religion. In this way,
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they can provide the basis for the conversational
bonds that are so crucial in overcoming
challenges of difference.
Towards some contexts of conversation
For the pamphlet The Real Deal,83 Demos
researchers consulted over 150 young people
about their views of politics, social exclusion and
government policies. The Real Deal was
important not just in the representation it
provided to politicians, but also in the
significance and recognition it gave to the young
participants. As one of them put it, this relied on
conversation:
Coming to the Real Deal meetings is the
only say we have ever had, like no one has
asked us about politics before, no teachers,
parents or anything like that. This is the
only opportunity we have ever had to talk.84
Contrary to popular belief, conversation about
public matters in the private sphere is not on the
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wane, but conversation about public matters in
the public realm may be. We chat behind closed
doors and with close friends, and we engage with
matters that interest us online, but in groups and
among friendship circles in which conversation is
safe and reinforcing, rather than challenging and
changing. The nature of our conversation has
changed and yet the structures of our public
realm, dependent on conversation, have not. We
need to reconnect the everyday sphere of our lives
with the public sphere.
To do this, we need to reconceptualise the
spaces, physical and conceptual – like the
Coffeehouse Challenge, the Wilton Park
Conference – in which we can conduct
conversations. The challenge that this pamphlet
sets out is to refresh our public realm in ways
acclimatised to the new means by which we
pursue our personalised preference and our more
particular ways of seeking information. We need
to ensure that the public conversations that we
can access occur in places where public
conversations actually happen.
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We must develop spaces that bridge the
personal and the public in relation to:








our interests: they must fit into the
new contexts of our lives, and yet
connect them to a sense of the public
realm
the new ways in which we lead our
lives: they must connect our new
interests with more traditional
concerns of community
our conversations: they must facilitate
the types of conversation that we now
have, but offer us the chance to realise
their relevance to the common good
the need for sustained conversation:
they cannot simply be points of
sporadic contact, and must encourage
us to engage with each other and the
issues that we bring in the long term.

Recent Demos research into public space has
demonstrated the importance of the public’s
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sense of ownership of spaces, highlighting the
inadequacy of explicitly ‘political’ and civic
arenas. This reflects a more assertive approach on
the part of users that parallels many of the
developments that we have observed online and
elsewhere. The pamphlet People Make Places
argues that ‘the separation of commercial and
civic life is artificial; the ancient agora was
successful as a public space not because it was a
political civic space – it was the market that drew
people in’.85 The point is not that people are
necessarily more comfortable in either
commercial or civic spaces per se and because
they are either commercial or civic, it is the sense
of ownership that matters, and this is reliant on
the space meeting people’s needs. The very word
‘domain’, used in relation to public space for
public deliberation and conversation, implies
ownership. What is important is that people feel
welcome, secure and familiar with their
surroundings, and that this gives them the
confidence and trust that they need to have the
deep, public conversations that matter.
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Familiarity, though, is also based on
conversation and – in seeking to refresh the
spaces on which our public realm is based – this
presents us with a challenge. The same Demos
research confirmed that, in communicating and
getting to know a certain place,
word of mouth is king and the messenger
generally has to be someone who is known
and trusted by the potential user.
Repeatedly, when we asked an individual
why they had come to a particular place,
they replied that a friend or family member
had either brought them the first time, or
had suggested they might like it.86
In many ways, this ownership of space is
dependent on similar ties of self-interest and
security to those that we have seen cushion and
couch the conversations that take place on the
internet. We go to a given space because of peerrecommendation and very much individualised
rationales – by and large, the conversation and
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interaction that this encourages will be
confirmative, rather than risk-taking. Conversely,
when we do not use given spaces, we do so either
because they do not suit our purpose, or because
they do not meet with the logic with which we
approach them.
As we have seen, though, for our public realm
to be restored to the discursive state in which it
must exist, we require spaces in which we are
comfortable in confronting those of a dissimilar
persuasion – we need to do more than simply
surround ourselves with like minds. Looked at in
further detail, theories of public space provide an
answer and do point to ways in which we can
refresh the physical spaces for deliberation that
are so central to our public realm. ‘Interactions
between . . . people are easily brokered through
well-known rules such as queuing, choosing
goods and paying for things.’ Although ‘the
literature regarding public space can be dismissive
of this consumer-based exchange . . . it is an
important part of people’s lives and often their
identities’.87 Similarly, and as we have seen,
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accepted rules and decorum are what make deep,
public conversations – from Harrington’s ‘Rota’88
to Wilton Park – possible. We need to devise
formats in which these rules are combined with
the motivations and principles by which we now
conduct conversations.
The discussion for which this pamphlet is a
provocation will bring together policy-makers,
thinkers and practitioners on community affairs
and people whose expertise lies in designing and
structuring the public domain. The challenge that
faces us is to bring these areas of expertise
together to think anew about the kind of spaces
and thinking that we can use to refresh our public
realm.
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11. Talk us into it:
some starting
points for
discussion
This pamphlet has set out a key challenge that
faces us at the turn of the twenty-first century. At
a time at which the engagement of the public in
British politics is a cause of worry to thinkers and
politicians alike, and in which, globally, our
conversations can tend to be more individualised
and particular, how can we use conversation to
include and allow people to take ownership of
their public domain?
The problem is complex, demanding far more
than a single solution can provide and asking
questions of several areas of contemporary life
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and policy. On the one hand, the public realm
rests on the foundation of conversation, but the
structures that comprise it can no longer support
the types of conversation that we expect and want
to have. On the other, we cannot – and do not
want to do without the locational ties and links
that those structures provide. So, we need to find
a balance between the more individual interests to
which we are used and the more societal instincts
that people think are necessary, but rarely actually
commit to.
Above and beyond this, there is a further
challenge. As the Power Inquiry and other
initiatives like the examples mentioned in this
pamphlet show, there is a public appetite for
discussion, from the chit-chat on the train, to
more intense debate like the ‘Democracy Dinners’
or the Coffeehouse Challenge. People like being
involved; people like to talk and have their say.
The challenge for policy-makers and others is to
provide a framework in which that involvement
can result in the free and more integrational
discussion that invites, allows and encourages us
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to do this and so brings together our very
different points of view.
As we have seen, for this to happen, several
conditions must be met. We must also be able to
manage and conduct the deep, public
conversations in which we confront issues for
ourselves, but we must feel comfortable and
validated in doing so. We suggest three ways in
which to promote the attitudes and spaces that
will be necessary if we are to place public
conversation centrally in a more democratically
secure and grounded public realm:




conversational competence
providing space for deep public
conversation
refreshing the structures of the public
realm.

Importantly, these recommendations are
mutually reinforcing and should not be read as
separate recommendations. They are about
creating the ethos and environment, both
Demos

107

Talk Us Into It

conceptual and physical, in which deep public
conversation can take place.
Conversational competence
Chit-chat and gossip are essential in providing the
knowledge and background information that we
need to engage in deep public conversation. They
also comprise a vital testing ground for the
formation of personal opinion and conversational
technique that we need to build the confidence
and skills necessary to take the risk of public
conversation. Some suggestions include:
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developing the spaces in learning in
which young people can practise
public conversation. Original polling
for Demos raises serious questions
about the conversational competence
of our younger generations: 68 per
cent of human resources directors
listed ‘communication and the
communication of ideas’ as being one
of the top three skills, qualities or
Demos
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aptitudes that they looked for in a
graduate employee. However, this is
the area in which graduate employees
feel least equipped by their education:
43 per cent feel awkward challenging
senior colleagues, 35 per cent feel
awkward making presentations, 28 per
cent feel awkward speaking in
meetings and 25 per cent feel
awkward negotiating – one in eight
even feel awkward answering the
phone.89
We need to develop the spaces in
learning and the curriculum in which
young people can practise public
conversation and learn to control the
confrontation of different points of
view. This is already part of the
curriculum, but could be developed
further as a good to be pursued in its
own right, rather than simply as a
means to an end.
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An example of this might be the
initiation of debating groups as
part of the curriculum; at the
moment, many schools have
debating societies, but this could
become a part of the regular
school week throughout the
education sector.
GCSE, A and AS level topics in
conversation could be a chance to
develop this further. Alternatively,
conversation, the discussion of
ideas and debate could be
promoted as a major part of a
range of subjects, in particular in
English and the Humanities.
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providing opportunity – as in the
conversational tickets offered on
French trains (see page 32) – for
citizens to engage in sporadic and
informing conversation more often.
Demos
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Importantly, this is not with a view to
harnessing these conversations
directly to a wider democratic process,
but simply as a supportive
background for engagement in the
public realm and a richer life in
general. By engaging more freely in
conversation, people can develop the
confidence and knowledge to
participate in deeper public
conversation.
An example of how this can be done is
to provide people with the
opportunity to participate in
conversation with each other. The
SNCF initiative works because
passengers retain the right to choose
whether or not they engage in
conversation. However, it does not
necessarily bring the different opinion
that we need for conversational
society to flourish. By using schemes
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like this to bring opinion together and
promote the healthy discussion of
difference, this could be a valuable
means of encouraging people to
encounter different opinion and so
contribute to building a more
widespread and tolerant public realm.
Providing space for deep public
conversation
This pamphlet has made reference to several
successful examples of the kinds of deep, public
conversation in which people confront and deal
with difficult issues and can reach commonly
grounded and democratic decisions. The
conditions necessary for this have already been
mentioned; however, to achieve these, policymakers and other recognised public bodies like
councils or key leaders must do the following:
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Provide the invitation and leadership
that legitimises and validates the
discussion, creating an atmosphere of
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listening and trust, demonstrating –
like George Mitchell in Northern
Ireland – that they are open and
willing to hear different and
potentially difficult points of view.
In areas of particular interest or
concern, key figures and organisations – from neighbourhood
watch groups to political figures
and parties – should encourage the
interaction of their constituents in
deep public conversation, not as
an exercise simply in opening their
own views to public debate, but
also as a means of bringing
different points of view to bear on
a common situation.
The role of the figure or
organisation would primarily be to
act as an arbiter for different
opinion. They would also act to
validate the event, making clear its
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credibility as a forum for opinion
and debate. One problem, of
course, is that this could easily be
used as a forum for complaint. In
itself, however, protest and dissent
is healthy. For deep conversation
to be possible, discussion would
have to be led so as to allow for
opinion to be expressed, with time
then allowed for participants to
hear and confront one another’s
views on an equal footing.
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Provide the space in which people are
comfortable enough to take the risk of
participating in and contributing to
deep public conversation. As with the
conference run by the German
Marshall Fund, cultural programming
can provide a vital and alternative
channel in which people can interact
around a common experience and as
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individuals with different perspectives
and backgrounds, rather than as
figureheads for opinions.
Cultural display can provide a
neutral but stimulating
environment in which different
opinions and viewpoints can be
accessed and shared. Culture can
provide a commonly felt point of
reference that can provide a point
of interaction to help participants
overcome disagreement and allow
people to discuss their opinions in
a different and often less
contentious frame of reference.
The culture displayed may not
necessarily mean an artform
(although the efficacy of such
forms as the visual arts, theatre
and dance in helping to bridge
between opposing points of view is
proven) but can extend to a means
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by which people can read,
understand and enjoy the
worldviews of others; food is
another example of how this can
be achieved.
When spaces for deep public
conversation are planned and
provided for citizens, then cultural
programming should also be
considered, both as relief after the
pressures of conversation when
contentious topics are discussed
and as a means of connecting with
the opinion of others. One
possibility is that, where different
interest groups or cultures are
brought into conversation, cultural
performance or production by one
of those groups or by practitioners
who bring similar attitudes is used
as a specific means of
communication.
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Refreshing the structures of the public
realm
This pamphlet has argued that the way we have
and seek conversations using the technologies and
attitudes now available to us has diverged from
the conversational structures of the public realm.
The challenge is therefore to reconnect them.


The eagerness with which people have
seized on new conversational forums
and media, such as blogs or mobile
phones, warns against trying to turn
the tide. The reason that these
platforms have met with such success
is that we choose them because they
allow us greater control over our lives
and our personal interests. It is less the
forums per se that encourage ‘groupthink’ than the attitudes with which
we approach them – we seek blogs on
particular aspects of our interest and
so, by and large, we will encounter like
minds. In particular, online
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conversation does not facilitate deep
conversation. By reconceptualising the
engagement of our citizens around
interest groups, we can refresh the
locational and geographic ties that are
so important to our public realm.
Currently, we look to membership
of set, local groups as a gauge of
community spirit. Often, these are
more representative of people in a
given area who share an interest,
rather than people who share an
interest in a given area. Just as we
click into blogs that reflect our
interests, so we join groups that
represent our interests. We need to
think of these as a ‘Long Tail’ of
conversation. This is Chris
Anderson’s theory that ‘our culture
and economy are increasingly
shifting away from a focus on a
relatively small number of hits
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(mainstream products and
markets) at the head of the
demand curve, and moving toward
a huge number of niches in the tail
. . . the true shape of demand is
revealed only when consumers are
offered infinite choice’.90
We need to access this ‘Long Tail’.
In Start with People, Demos
suggested that the deliberative and
representative aspects of
participation could be
strengthened by inviting people to
join together within a community
of interest to reach a proposition
that would gain the right to
initiative only if countersigned by
a certain number of community
organisations.91 Thinking of this
in terms of conversation, these
interest groups would have to be
driven by the multiple interests
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within the ‘Long Tail’ of
conversation.
Establishing officers and spaces
within the community to convene
discussions that bring together
these niche interests within locales
and geographical areas would
create a point at which these
interests could come together. The
role of specific officers could be
initiated to convene and manage
deep public conversations between
different parties, bringing together
people with very different
opinions to talk through issues
related to the public realm. In
inviting people with different
opinions to discuss a particular
subject, the role of these
‘conversation conveners’ would be
to draw together different opinion
in a public space simply with a
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view to the spontaneous
generation of ideas. The approach
taken in doing this should not be
one of extracting opinion, but
should rather be the provision of
an open forum in which ideas can
be developed spontaneously.
It would be necessary to motivate
these interests to come together
and this could be a means of
achieving funding and support for
the initiatives developed. To avoid
the Wildean fatigue of socialism,
whereby it takes up too many
Saturday evenings, attendance
would be optional and need not be
regular. In line with the ways in
which we more generally pursue
conversations and interests
nowadays, it would be driven by
particular interest in a given topic.
The effect of bringing these people
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together on the basis of locale
would be to restore the necessary
geographic ties to neighbourhood
by bringing together in
conversation interests that have
locality, but often little else in
common.
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Long Tail and
conversation
In 2004, Chris Anderson wrote what has become
a seminal article for the online journal Wired,
called ‘The Long Tail’.92 He argued that there is ‘an
entirely new economic model for the media and
entertainment industries, one that is just
beginning to show its power’. As the opportunities
for purchase of books, music, videos and other
media have multiplied, what drives the market is
the ‘Long Tail’ of more idiosyncratic purchases,
niche interests that individually amount to far
fewer sales than mainstream and blockbuster
titles, but en masse can and are driving a new
market. Anderson wrote:
Demos
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For too long we’ve been suffering the
tyranny of lowest-common-denominator
fare, subjected to brain-dead summer
blockbusters and manufactured pop. Why?
Economics. Many of our assumptions about
popular taste are actually artefacts of poor
supply-and-demand matching – a market
response to inefficient distribution.
Anderson’s idea has taken off and he has since
developed the idea in a book.
The theory of the Long Tail can be boiled
down to this: our culture and economy are
increasingly shifting away from a focus on a
relatively
small
number
of
hits
(mainstream products and markets) at the
head of the demand curve, and moving
toward a huge number of niches in the tail .
. . the true shape of demand is revealed only
when consumers are offered infinite
choice.93
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Figure A represents the Long Tail in a simple,
diagrammatical form.
Importantly in the context of conversation, the
Long Tail principle can also be applied to our
interests at large. Every day, we chat about endless
numbers of topics. It is the sum total of these
chats and conversations that make up the fabric
and detail of our lives. More particularly,
conversations are the means by which we connect
our individual will to the collective action that we
earlier saw makes up social capital. It is only by
talking things through that we can cluster around
interests and create interest groups that range
from informal decisions – for example when to go
and have lunch with colleagues – through to more
public demonstrations of will from protests over
war through to the political parties.
This is not to say that all public conversations
lead directly to action, but they do create the
ethos for action. Democracy works by the concept
of possibility. Not all people vote, but it is
essential that they feel able to and believe that, if
they did, then they would be having their say. The
Demos
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Figure A The new marketplace: the
Long Tail

Popularity

Head
Long tail

Products

Source: This diagram is adapted from Chris Anderson’s
models in The Long Tail
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same is true in more everyday terms. In order to
build confidence in our ownership of the world
around us, it is essential that we have conversations about matters of public interest. It is in
conversation that the individual becomes the
public citizen that it is in our nature to be.
The problem is that in pinpointing and
targeting the more particular topics of conversation, the structures of our public realm miss
a good deal of the richness and diversity that is in
the ‘Long Tail’ of the many conversations that we
have everyday. As we have seen in the previous
chapters, the structures also assume particular
types and topics of public conversation that may
not necessarily carry the weight that they once
did. Figure B maps the Long Tail onto the
interests represented by the memberships of
groups in figure 2 (see page 44).
Figure B is intended more as an illustration
than a direct mapping of data. Nevertheless, it
demonstrates well that there remains a vast
richness of conversation that goes on outside
those structures.
Demos
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Figure B: GB population:
membership of organisations and
the Long Tail (%)
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There is a strong possibility that people are not
talking about public affairs less – they are
engaging less frequently in the means by which
their conversation can become public. The public
realm is suffering from what Anderson calls ‘the
tyranny of lowest-common-denominator fare’. In
order to draw on the multiple and fragmented
interests that we now have, it is necessary to
rethink the structures of the public realm in ways
that can capture the many but disparate concerns
that we now have . . . and these are raised
primarily in conversations.
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