
Th e  first h is to ry  o f e a r ly  m o d e rn  c o n v e rs a tio n  
in English

The co n cep t of conversation b e g a n  a s  a m inor m ode of rhetoric in 
the tim e of C ice ro , but exp an d e d  to b e co m e  rhetoric's default m ode  
by the end of the seventeenth century. The Concep t o f  C onve rsa tion  
traces the rise of conversation from  its o rig in  in the leisured, 
p h ilo so p h ica l co nversatio ns of noble  R o m an s to its m edieval 
ado p tio n  of the un iversa lisin g  asp iratio n s of C h ristia n  thought to 
its R en a issan ce  transfo rm ation  into a political an d  so cia l m odel 
of ever-in cre asin g  sco p e  a n d  ap p licatio n . Concep t then exam in es  
how the rise of conversation sp re a d  out from  the history of rhetoric  
to include the histories of friendsh ip , the court an d  the sa lo n , the 
Republic of Letters, the p erio d ica l press an d  w om en. It a lso  revises 
Ju rg e n  H a b e rm a s' history of the e m e rg e n ce  of the rational speech  
of the public sphere  as the history of the e m e rg e n ce  of rational 
conversation an d  puts the e m e rg e n ce  of w om en's sp eech  at the 
centre of the intellectual history of early  m odern  Europe.


