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In a speech to the National Press Club in 1994, Sheldon Hackney called for
a “national conversation” about the issues confronting us as a saciety. Not
only because the National Endowment for the Humanities offered to fund
projects that aid and abet such a national conversation, Hackney’s com-
ments have been taken very seriously.

But the term national conversation itself is odd. When we think of com-
munication in a national context, we generally think of the mass media.
Notions of the New York imes or a televised address from the Oval Office
come to mind: We think of media moguls, celebrity journalists, and
hard-bitten, eynical campaign managers.

On the other hand, when we think of conversation, less public figures
in more intimate settings come to mind. For example, one of the illustra-
tions chosen by the Smithsonian to publicize the series of lectures for
which this chapter was originally prepared shows a little girl whispering to
another, whose face displays delighted shock at the contents of the secret
being revealed; another illustration portrays two men in a rustic setting
talking amiably.
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14 THE CHANGING CONVERSATION IN AMERICA

What have activities as private and pleasant as these to do with the
rough-and-tumble husly-burly big business of communication at the na-
tional level?

What, indeed? Joining national and conversation is a figure of speech, a
deliberate oxymoron whose tension creates a space in which we can think
of something new or of something very familiar in a new way. The figure
of speech can be used to suggest that there is something amiss with com-
munication at the national level, that it has lost——or perhaps never had, or
perhaps should be made to have—something of the character of conver-
sation,

Many people in addition to Hackney have taken to using the term con-
versation to refer to communication events broader in scope than those at
the dinner table or whispered secrets among friends.” Their purpose is to
emphasize the distinctive structure of conversation as it differs from other
forms of communication. For example, uniike the one-way, linear model
of communication implicit in the metaphor {and often in the practice) of
broadeasting, conversations are interactional and systemic.

Let’s take these intuitions seriously. Let’s assume, at least for the sake of
argument, that our national communication would be better if it had
more of the characteristics of conversation. If so, we should begin by un-
derstanding the characteristics of conversation.

WHAT IS CONVERSATION LIKE?

There are many forms of communication, although we have an underde-
veloped vocabulary for identifying and describing them. We might start
by contrasting conversation with public speaking (in which one person
addresses many, fixed in their role of “audience”) and with mass commu-
nication (in which messages are produced and distributed to a largely
anonymous class of consumers who are not physically in the presence of
the performers or of each other), That is, although a news release—and
the subsequent furor it creates—-is certainly part of the process of public
commurtication, the speech in which it is announced and the text that is
faxed and reproduced in newspapers around the country comprise differ-
ent forms of communication than a conversation among senators or
newspaper editors about that news release.

The most distinctive feature of conversation can be elucidated from its
etymology. The word conversation is formed by combining con, which
means “with,” and vert, which means “turn,” as in a religious conversion,
a convertible automobile, or a version of a story. A conversation is a form
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of communication in which the participants turn with each other in a
patterned dance of reciprocity.

But take turns doing what? At the most superficial level, a conversation
involves taling turns as speakers and listeners. It is distinguished from
mass communication, in which differeniial access to the means of pro-
duction restricts the participants to specific roles, Because not everyone
owits NBC, only those who do get to “produce” Dateline;, the vest of us
only get to choose whether to watch it. By definition, in “mass” communi-
cation, most of the people are “stuck” in their roles as “consumers” of
messages. This structure limits the quality of the communication that can
occur {Angus, 1994; Dervin & Clark, 1993},

The first and most obvious response to the Nimiting effects of the struc-
ture of mass communication is to call for greater “access” to the means of
production of the messages in the system. In fact, the development of new
communication technologies makes this vision a feasible one. The
“first-unit cost” of producing messages continues to drop with advances
in desktop publishing, video cameras and editing equipment, digital re-
cording of video and audio materials, and access to the internet, it is
conceivable that everyone can become a producer of mass-mediated
messages.

But is the quality of public discourse necessarily improved if everyone
is 4 producer? Doesn’t this vision evoke a sense of cacophony, as every
self-indulgent communicator is equipped with the full panoply of mod-
ern message-making and message-sending technology? Are the technical
and economic restrictions of the “public sphere” to be eliminated only to
create the reality of bedlam?

Thoughts like these, I believe, lie behind Hackney’s call for a national
conveysation, Of course we need 1o increase the access to the means of
production of mass-mediated messages, particularly for members of
marginalized groups and proponents of marginalized positions. How-
ever, it is not sufficient to increasc the number of “speakers™ unless there
is also an increase in the amount of listening, responding, and talking
back that goes on,

We know that there are qualitative differences in conversation. Some
intimate exchanges of messages are in fact monologues in disguise. The
mere fact that speakers exchange “turns” in speaking and not-speaking
does not mean that either or both are listening to, responding to, and be-
ing responded to by the other.

In what we might call 2 “genuine” conversation, the participants coor-
dinate with each other in a sophisticated dance in which they exchange
“positions” within a common moral order (Harré, 1983; Pearce, 1994;
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Shotter, 1992). That is, the difference between “speaking” and “listening”
in a genuine conversation is not just a matter of using one’s ears rather
than one’s mouth. It is the assumption of different positions, which are
defined by clusters of rights, duties, responsibilities, and obligations.

The existence of this moral order—and of the different rights, duties,
responsibilities, and obligations that constitute different positions within
it—is no mystery, even though it is so familiar that we often take it for
granted. It can be demonstrated easily. If I were to say, “T am hungry,” it
would make no sense for you to ask, “What makes you think so?” In the
statement “I am hungry,” [ am taking a “first-person position” and avow-
ing something about myself. The right to make such avowals is what con-
stitutes a first-person position.

There are times when you would deny me the right to make such avow-
als unchallenged. Tor example, you might deprive me of my ability to take
a first-person position if I denied my guilt but was convicted in a fair trial,
if you were a psychiatrist who committed me to a course of treatment
even though I insisted that I was healthy, or if I were 6 years old and pro-
tested that I did not need a nap and you were my parent and judged that I
did. Note that these events are not primarily disputes about the truth of
certain prepositions; they are struggles about the ability to assume partic-
ular positions within the moral order. Felons, psychotics, and children are
granted oaly limited ability to act as “first persons” in relation to their
own experience; they are not permitted to be the “agents” of their own
purposes and perceptions.

Contrast the rights, duties, responsibilities, and obligations of the first-
and third-person positions. If I say, “You are hungry,” I am taking a
third-person position, and it makes perfect sense for you or someone else
to ask, “What makes you think so0?” In the third-person position, I have
the responsibility to account for my observations.

The claim about whether you or I are hungry is trivial except as it re-
veals the presence of a moral order in which we are all located in various
positions and in which each position is constituted by clusters of rights,
duties, responsibilities, and obligations, More important are the distinc-
tions in the moral responsibilities of the roles of speaker and listener in a
democracy. As Benjamin Barber (1984) put it,

“I will listen™ means to the strong democrat not that I will scant my adver-
sary’s position for weaknesses and potential trade-offs, nor even , . . that
will tolerantly permit him to say whatever he chooses. It means, rather, “T
will put myself in his place, I will try to understand, I will strain to hear
what makes us alike, I will listen for a common rhetoric evocative of a com-
mon purpose or a common good. (p. 174)



Toward a National Conversalion 17

It is impossible, both in principle and in practice, to describe fully al
the positions that we inhabit and all of the moral injunctions that apply to
them. However, our ability to engage each other in conversation is based
on a sufficient commonality in our moral orders combined with a suffi-
cient sensitivity to our differences and an ability to improvise such that we
can manage to coordinate our actions and meanings. Conversations are
dances in which we and others move among positionis in the moral order
in ways that are contingent on each other and patterned by what each of
us does to anticipate and respond to each other.

We might say that Hackney’s call for a national conversation is a cri-
tique of the forms of communication in which public issues are being
discussed. Using this understanding of the distinctive nature of conversa-
tion, we might ask several questions regarding the discussion of public
issues as such discussions occur in newspapers and radio talk shows, in
political campaigns, and on the floor in Congress.

First, are particulat voices being systernatically excluded? That is, by
what means are certain persens, groups, or voices denied the ability to act
as first persons in avowing their own experience, perceptions, or pur-
poses? Who are the equivalents, in what passes for a national conversa-
tion, of felons, psychotics, and children? Whose ability to act as first
persons in such a conversation should be limited?

Second, are the participants in these forms of commumication accept-
ing the moral obligations of speaking? Does their sensitivity to the duties,
responsibilities, and obligations of the first-person perspective equal that
of the rights that attend it? That is, do they express their beliefs and pas-
sions? When they do, do they express themselves truthfully? Have they ac-
cepted the responsibility of reflexive analysis of their own reasons for their
commitments? Have they discharged their obligations to consider and to
be considerate of the interests of others?

Third, do the participants in the discussion of public issues accept the
moral obligations of listening? That is, do they actively work to under-
stand those who disagree with them? Do they strive to create, as Barber
(1984) suggested, a “common rhetoric evocative of a common purpose or
a common good™ (p. 174)¢

Finally, do they actually converse? That is, do they move among the po-
sitions of speaker and listener in a patterned dance with each other?

These questions define the basic structure of a national conversation.
If any of these characteristics is absent, we might have some form of com-
munication, but it is not conversation.
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THE QUALITY OF PUBLIC DISCOURSE

Hackney's call for a national conversation was clearly a criticism of the
forms of communication in which public issues are being treated. Ste-
phen Littlejohn is even more specific. There is no shortage of talk about
abortion, taxes, the homeless, foreign policy after the fall of the Soviet
Union, the quality of life in the inner cities, and so on, Littlejohn (1993)
writes, but there is a dearth of communication that has this essential qual-
ity of conversation,

Do we really need to strive toward a national conversation? Consider
two specific instances in “normal” public discourse.

On August 27, 1994, a “senior White House official” said that there was
“a problem with political conversation™ (“Balancing act,” p. D4}, He was
referring to an incident earlier that day in which Senator Alfonse I’ Amato
{R-NY) spoke against the crime bill by displaying a picture of a pig and
singing to the tune of “Old McDonald Had a Farm” lyrics that described
the bill as having “some pork here, some pork there, here pork, there pork,
everywhere pork pork.”

How should we evaluate Senator D’Amato’s singing debut? From a
strategic point of view, it was a smashing success: Beyond the Beltway,
even as far as Chicago, this was the only aspect of the debate about the bill
that was reported on television news, When [ described this event in a lec-
ture at the Smithsonian 5 months later, most peopie in the audience re-
membered it. Or should we agree with the White House official’s
probably jealous evaluation that D’Amato’s shameless performance
shows that there is “a problem with political conversation?” If there is a
problem, what is it? [ suspect that ather “experts” in political communi-
cation saw I¥ Amato’s success as the problem: He won the daily contest for
the video or sound bite on the evening news.

I am less interested in whether Senator I’ Amato or the senior White
House official won the daily skirmish than in how the daily skirmish itself
constitutes political discourse. One criticism that I would make of
D’Amato’s doggerel is that it is a “conversation-stopper.” It is like a child
who expresses his rage by holding his breath until he turns blue; it is like a
drunk in a bar who throws a punch rather than reply to a witticism; it is
like a professor who responds to an earnest-but-uninformed student’s
question by pointing out the student’s ignorance rather than responding
to her interests. Specifically, ’Amato accepted the rights inherent in the
role of a spealer but spoke in such a way as to preclude his movement to
the role of listener. How might one rebut his singing “some pork here,
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some pork there”? Must one adapt a different nursery rhyme to make the
point that the crime bill displays remarkable fiscal pradence?

My second example comes from the strect rather than the Congress,
Referenda about protection of equal rights for homosexuals were intro-
duced in Oregon and Colorado. A documentary about these conflicts
(Fort & Skinner-Jones, 1993) included a remarkable scene. The opening
shot focuses on two hands, both with index fingers pointed, stabbing to-
ward each other. Angry voices are overheard. As the camera pulls back, we
see that the hands belong to a supporter and an opponent of the baliot ref-
erendum. Their voices overlap, and the young woman shouts:

It is by sin that men lust after men. I¢ is by sin that women turn away from
their normal nature and their lives, It is by sin. . . .

The young man shouts back:

It was by birth. It was by nature. It is. . . . There’s nothing wrong with love.
Even God Says “Love one another.” God says “Thou shalt not judge lest ye
be judged.” God says “Love thy brother as thyself.” God says “Sharc your
life, enjoy the life God gave you.”

The woman courtters with:
Read Romans. Read Romans. , . . Read where it says in Romans. . ..

As Professor Littlejohn (1993) noticed, there is an ample amount of
this kind of public discourse, but it does not have the criterial attributes of
public conversation. Whatever else might be said of the exchange, both of
these people clung to the first-person position, taking advantage of their
rights to avow a moral principle; neither “turned” to a third-person per-
spective, accepting the responsibility of explaining why that principle is
the relevant one, or to the second-person perspective, in which the moral
obligation is to listen.

How should we think about such surrogates for conversation as the
substance of public discourse? If [ read John Dewey (1940) correctly, he
would call this form of discourse “treason’™

Intolerance, abuse, calling of names because of differences of opinion
about religion or politics or business, as well as because of difference of
race, color, wealth, or degree of culture, are treason to the democratic way
of life. (p. 223)
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Demacracy, Dewey {1940) believes, requires not “merely legal guaran-
tees of the civil liberties” but “the habit of amicable cooperation,” in
which conflicts are taken “out of the atmosphere and medium of force . ..
into that of discussion and of intelligence” and in which those who dis-
agree with us are treated “as those from whom we may learn, and in so far,
as friends” (pp. 223-226). If Dewey is right, then contemporary public
discourse is un-American and treasonous, According to James Gouinlock
(1986),

Discourse in the United States is in an alarming state of deterioration; it
sorely needs critical analysis and reconstruction. Communication has be-
come increasingly ill tempered, abusive, and dogmatic; the agencies re-
sponsible for nonpartisan inquiry and reporting are too readily engaged in
distortion and special pleading. The intellectual class is smug and intoler-
ant; its members speak with contempt not only for the opinions of the gen-
cral public, but for these of each other as well. (p. 5)

The situation is likely to get worse as our cultural differences expand
and as our communication technology continues to develop. James Carey
(1993), dean of the College of Communication at the University of Illi-
nois, argues that

the very technology that is bringing us together physically and imagina-
tively is just as assuredly driving us apart. . . . To believe that we have a pur-
chase on a new world of diversity is a delusion of those who visit difference
armed only with spiritual traveler’s checks . . . our received notions of de-
mocracy are tested by forms of public diversity they were never created to
confain, (p. 183)

Princeton professor Jeffrey Stout (1988) agrees:

Qur capacity to live peaceably with cach other depends upon our ability to
converse intelligibly and reason coherently. But this ability is weakened by
the very differences that make it necessary. The more we need it, the weaker
it becomes, and we nced it very badly indeed. {p. 3)

MORE CHARACTERISTICS OF CONVERSATION

If we hope to achieve a national conversation that serves the interests of a
democratic society, we ought to have a fairly specific idea of what its char-
acteristics are. Let me cite four.



