The Anthropology of Manners

If an American addresses a Latin from a distance of 20 inches, is he

impolite? If an Arab arrives for a 2:30 appointment at 2:45, is he

late? All about the customs that unconsciously shape our relations

The Goops they lick their fingers
and the Goops they lick their knives;
They spill their broth on the table cloth—
Oh, they lead disgusting lives.
The Goops they talk while eating,
and loud and fast they chew;
And that is why I'm glad that 1
am not a Goop—are you?

we have an example of what anthro-

pologists call “an enculturating de-
vice”—a means of conditioning the young
to life in our society. Having been taught
the lesson of the goops from childhood
(with or without the aid of Mr. Burgess)
Americans are shocked when they go
abroad and discover whole groups of
people behaving like goops—eating with
their fingers, making noises and talking
while eating. When this happens, we
may (1) remark on the barbarousness or
quaintness of the “natives” (a term cor-
dially disliked all over the world) or (2)
try to discover the nature and meaning
of the differences in behavior. One rather
quickly discovers that what is good man-
ners in one context may be bad in the
next. It is to this point that I would like
to address myself.

The subject of manners is complex; if
it were not, there would not be so many
injured feelings and so much misunder-
standing in international circles every-
where. In any society the code of man-
ners tends to sum up the culture—to be
a frame of reference for all behavior.
Emily Post goes so far as to say: “There
is not a single thing that we do, or say,
or choose, or use, or even think, that
does not follow or break one of the ex-
actions of taste, or tact, or ethics of good
manners, or etiquette—call it what you
will.” Unfortunately many of the most
important standards of acceptable be-
havior in different cultures are elusive:

In Gelett Burgess’ classic on the Goops
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they are intangible, undefined and un-
written.

An Arab diplomat who recently ar-
rived in the U. S. from the Middle East
attended a banquet which lasted several
hours. When it was over, he met a fellow
countryman outside and suggested they
go get something to eat, as he was starv-
ing. His friend, who had been in this
country for some time, laughed and said:
“But, Habib, didn’t you know that if you
say, ‘No, thank you,” they think you
really don’t want any?” In an Arab
country etiquette dictates that the per-
son being served must refuse the prof-
fered dish several times, while his host
urges him repeatedly to partake. The
other side of the coin is that Americans
in the Middle East, until they learn bet-
ter, stagger away from banquets having
eaten more than they want or is good
for them.

\ 7 hen a public-health movie of a baby

being bathed in a bathinette was
shown in India recently, the Indian
women who saw it were visiblv offended.
They wondered how people could be so
inhuman as to bathe a child in stagnant
(not running ) water. Americans in Iran
soon learn not to indulge themselves in
their penchant for chucking infants un-
der the chin and remarking on the color
of their eyes, for the mother has to pay to
have the “evil eye” removed. We also
learn that in the Middle East vou don’t
hand people things with your left hand,
because it is unclean. In India we learn
not to touch another person, and in
Southeast Asia we learn that the head is
sacred.

In the interest of intercultural under-
standing various U. S. Government agen-
cies have hired anthropologists from
time to time as technical experts. The
State Department especially has pio-
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neered in the attempt to bring science
to bear on this difficult and complex
problem. It began by offering at the For-
eign Service Institute an intensive four-
week course for Point 4 technicians.
Later these facilities were expanded to
include other foreign service personnel.

The anthropologist’s job here is not
merely to call attention to obvious taboos
or to coach people about types of
thoughtless behavior that have very little
to do with culture. One should not need
an anthropologist to point out, for in-
stance, that it is insulting to ask a for-
eigner: “How much is this in real
money?” Where technical advice is most
needed is in the interpretation of the
unconscious aspects of a culture—the
things people do automatically without
being aware of the full implications of
what they have done. For example, an
ambassador who has been kept waiting
for more than half an hour by a foreign
visitor needs to understand that if his
visitor “just mutters an apology” this is
not necessarily an insult. The time sys-
tem in the foreign country may be com-
posed of different basic units, so that the
visitor is not as late as he may appear
to us. You must know the time system
of the country to know at what point
apologies are really due.

Twenty years of experience in work-
ing with Americans in foreign lands con-
vinces me that the real problem in pre-
paring them to work overseas is not with
taboos, which they catch on to rather
quicklv, but rather with whole congeries
of habits and attitudes which anthro-
pologists have only recentlv begun to
describe systematically.

Can you remember tving vour shoes
this morning? Could you give the rules
for when it is proper to call another per-
son by his first name? Could you de-
scribe the gestures you make in conver-



sation? These examples illustrate how
much of our behavior is “out of aware-
ness,” and how easy it is to get into
trouble in another culture.

Nobody is continually aware of the
quality of his own voice, the subtleties
of stress and intonation that color the
meaning of his words or the posture and
distance he assumes in talking to an-
other person. Yet all these are taken as
cues to the real nature of an utterance,
regardless of what the words say. A sim-
ple illustration is the meaning in the
tone of voice. In the U. S. we raise our
voices not only when we are angry but
also when we want to emphasize a point,
when we are more than a certain dis-
tance from another person, when we are
concluding a meeting and so on. But to
the Chinese, for instance, overloudness
of the voice is most characteristically as-
sociated with anger and loss of self-
control. Whenever we become really in-
terested in something, they are apt to
have the feeling we are angry, in spite

of many years” experience with us. Very
likely most of their interviews with
us, however cordial, seem to end on a
sour note when we exclaim heartily:
“WELL, 'M CERTAINLY GLAD YOU
DROPPED IN, MR. WONG.”

The Latin Americans, who as a rule
take business seriously, do not under-
stand our mixing business with infor-
mality and recreation. We like to put
our feet up on the desk. If a stranger
enters the office, we take our feet down.
If it turns out that the stranger and we
have a lot in common, up go the feet
again—a cue to the other fellow that we
feel at ease. If the office boy enters, the
feet stay up; if the boss enters and our
relationship with him is a little strained
at the moment, they go down. To a Latin
American this whole behavior is shock-
ing. All he sees in it is insult or just plain
rudeness.

Differences in attitudes toward space
—what would be territoriality in lower
forms of life—raise a number of other in-
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teresting points. U. S. women who go
to live in Latin America all complain
about the “waste” of space in the houses.
On the other hand, U. S. visitors to the
Middle East complain about crowding,
in the houses and on the street cars and
buses. Everywhere we go space seems
to be distorted. When we see a gardener
in the mountains of Italy planting a
single row on each of six separate ter-
races, we wonder why he spreads out
his crop so that he has to spend half his
time climbing up and down. We over-
look the complex chain of communica-
tion that would be broken if he didn’t
cultivate alongside his brothers and his
cousin and if he didn’t pass his neigh-
bors and talk to them as he moves from

one terrace to the next.

A colleague of mine was caught in a
snowstorm while traveling with

companions in the mountains of Leba-

non. They stopped at the next house and

asked to be put up for the night. The
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The American in Latin America
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house had only one room. Instead of
distributing the guests around the room,
their host placed them next to the pallet
where he slept with his wife—so close
that they almost touched the couple. To
have done otherwise in that country
would have been unnatural and un-
friendly. In the U. S. we distribute our-
selves more evenly than many other
people. We have strong feelings about
touching and being crowded; in a street-
car, bus or elevator we draw ourselves
in. Toward a person who relaxes and
lets himself come into full contact with
others in a crowded place we usually feel
reactions that could not be printed on
this page. It takes years for us to train
our children not to crowd and lean on
us. We tell them to stand up, that it is
rude to slouch, not to sit so close or not
to “breathe down our necks.” After a
while they get the point. By the time we
Americans are in our teens we can tell
what relationship exists between a man
and woman by how they walk or sit
together.

In Latin America, where touching is
more common and the basic units of
space seem to be smaller, the wide auto-
mobiles made in the U. S. pose problems.
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People don’t know where to sit. North
Americans are disturbed by how close
the Latin Americans stand when they
converse. “Why do they have to get so
close when they talk to you?” “They’re
so pushy.” “I don’t know what it is, but
it’'s something in the way they stand
next to you” And so on. The Latin
Americans, for their part, complain that
people in the U. S. are distant and cold—
retraidos (withdrawing and uncommu-
nicative).

An analysis of the handling of space
during conversations shows the follow-
ing: A U. S. male brought up in the
Northeast stands 18 to 20 inches away
when talking face to face to a man he
does not know very well; talking to a
woman under similar circumstances, he
increases the distance about four inches.
A distance of only eight to 13 inches be-
tween males is considered either very ag-
gressive or indicative of a closeness of a
type we do not ordinarily want to think
about. Yet in many parts of Latin Amer-
ica and the Middle East distances which
are almost sexual in connotation are the
only ones at which people can talk com-
fortably. In Cuba, for instance, there is
nothing suggestive in a man’s talking to

The diplomat and the “native’
P
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an educated woman at a distance of 13
inches. If you are a Latin American,
talking to a North American at the dis-
tance he insists on maintaining is like
trying to talk across a room.

To get a more vivid idea of this prob-
lem of the comfortable distance, try
starting a conversation with a person
eight or 10 feet away or one separated
from you by a wide obstruction in a store
or other public place. Any normally en-
culturated person can’t help trying to
close up the space, even to the extent of
climbing over benches or walking
around tables to arrive within comfort-
able distance. U. S. businessmen work-
ing in Latin America try to prevent
people from getting uncomfortably
close by barricading themselves behind
desks, typewriters or the like, but their
Latin American office visitors will often
climb up on desks or over chairs and put
up with loss of dignity in order to estab-
lish a spatial context in which interaction
can take place for them.

The interesting thing is that neither
party is specifically aware of what is
wrong when the distance is not right.
They merely have vague feelings of dis-
comfort or anxiety. As the Latin Ameri-
can approaches and the North American
backs away, both parties take offense
without knowing why. When a North
American, having had the problem
pointed out to him, permits the Latin
American to get close enough, he will
immediately notice that the latter seems
much more at ease.

My own studies of space and time
have engendered considerable coopera-
tion and interest on the part of friends
and colleagues. One case recently re-
ported to me had to do with a group of
seven-year-olds in a crowded Sunday-
school classroom. The children kept
fighting. Without knowing quite what
was involved, the teacher had them
moved to a larger room. The fighting
stopped. It is interesting to speculate as
to what would have happened had the
children been moved to a smaller room.

he embarrassment about intimacy in

space applies also to the matter of
addressing people by name. Finding the
proper distance in the use of names is
even more difficult than in space, be-
cause the rules for first-naming are un-
believably complex. As a rule we tend
to stay on the “mister” level too long
with Latins and some others, but very
often we swing into first naming too
quickly, which amounts to talking down
to them. Whereas in the U. S. we use
Mr. with the surname, in Latin America
the first and last names are used together
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and sefior (Sr.) is a title. Thus when
one says, “My name is Sr. So-and-So,” it
is interpreted to mean, “I am the Honor-
able, his Excellency So-and-So.” It is no
wonder that when we stand away, barri-
cade ourselves behind our desks (usually
a reflection of status) and call ourselves
mister, our friends to the south wonder
about our so-called “good-neighbor”
policy and think of us as either high-hat
or unbelievably rude. Fortunately most
North Americans learn some of these
things after living in Latin America for
a while, but the aversion to being
touched and to touching sometimes per-
sists after 15 or more years of residence
and even under such conditions as inter-
marriage.

The difference in sense of time is an-
other thing of which we are not aware.
An Iranian, for instance, is not taught
that it is rude to be late in the same way |
that we in the U. S. are. In a general
way we are conscious of this, but we fail
to realize that their time system is struc-

tured differently from ours. The differ-
ent cultures simply place different values
on the time units.

Thus let us take as a typical case of
the North European time system (which
has regional variations) the situation in
the urban eastern U. S. A middle-class
business man meeting another of equiva-
lent rank will ordinarily be aware of be-
ing two minutes early or late. If he is
three minutes late, it will be noted as
significant but usually neither will say
anything. If four minutes late, he will
mutter something by way of apology; at
five minutes he will utter a full sentence

of apology. In other words, the major
unit is a five-minute block. Fifteen min-
utes is the smallest significant period for
all sorts of arrangements and it is used
very commonly. A half hour of course is
very significant, and if you spend three
quarters of an hour or an hour, either the
business you transact or the relationship
must be important. Normally it is an in-
sult to keep a public figure or a person
of significantly higher status than your-
self waiting even two or three minutes,
though the person of higher position can
keep you waiting or even break an ap-
pointment.

Now among urban Arabs in the East- |
ern Mediterranean, to take an illustra- |
tive case of another time system, the unit
that corresponds to our five-minute pe-
riod is 15 minutes. Thus when an Arab |
arrives nearly 30 minutes after the set
time, by his reckoning he isn’t even “10 |
minutes” late yet (in our time units).
Stated differently, the Arab’s tardiness |
will not amount to one significant period
(15 minutes in our system). An Ameri-

How Omniguard overheat
protection can double

motor bearing life
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Any way you look at it, Omniguard becomes a
necessity for today’s high-speed automatic plant
equipment. Omniguard signals instantly when
an overheat condition is near —before valuable
equipment or processes are harmed.

Recent studies *prove, for example, that a mere
20° increase above 180°F. cuts in half the bear-
ing life of rotating equipment. And this is just
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Aluminum
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of Tungsten Carbide

Themanufacturer of this aluminumforg-
ing had his cake and ate it, too. By Flame-
Plating the wearing surface of this part with
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of lightweight, low inertia, and high resist-
ance to wear was developed. Before Flame-
Plating this forging wore out after about
300 hours of operation. After the thin
coating of tungsten carbide was applied
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minutes (two significant periods) for an-
other person to turn up in the middle of
| the day. Thereby he often unwittingly
| insults people in the Middle East who
want to be his friends.

‘ can normally will wait no longer than 30
|

I PIO\V long is one expected to stay when
making a duty call at a friend’s
house in the U. S.? While there are re-
gional variations, I have observed that
the minimum is very close to 45 minutes,
even in the face of pressing commitments
elsewhere, such as a roast in the oven.
We may think we can get away in 30
minutes by saying something about only
stopping for “a minute,” but usually we

| discover that we don’t feel comfortable
| about leaving until 45 minutes have
elapsed. I am referring to afternoon so-
cial calls; evening calls last much longer
and operate according to a different sys-
tem. In Arab countries an American pay-

ing a duty call at the house of a desert
sheik causes consternation if he gets up
to leave after half a day. There a duty
call lasts three days—the first day to pre-
pare the feast, the second for the feast
itself and the third to taper off and say
farewell. In the first half day the sheik
has barely had time to slaughter the
sheep for the feast. The guest’s departure
would leave the host frustrated.

There is a well-known story of a tribes-
man who came to Kabul, the capital of
Afghanistan, to meet his brother. Failing
to find him, he asked the merchants in
the market place to tell his brother where
he could be found if the brother showed
up. A year later the tribesman returned
and looked again. It developed that he
and his brother had agreed to meet in
Kabul but had failed to specify what
year! If the Afghan time system were
structured similarly to our own, which
it apparently is not, the brother would

Western culture in the Middle East

© 1955 SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN, INC



Stop moisture on the spot

...with Alcoa Activated Alumina H-151

Workman installs Dri-Pak drying unit in elec-
trical compartment of a mining shuttle car.
Manufactured by National Mine Service Com-
pany, 564 Alcoa Building, Pittsburgh 19, Pa.,
units use ALCOA Activated Alumina H-151 to
effectively reduce moisture and corrosive effects
of dampness.

Moisture in complicated electrical
equipment and sensitive control
panels can cause serious damage and
expense. Such was the experience in
the Vinton Coal & Coke Company
mines, Vintondale, Pa.—until they
tried drying on the spot with ALCOA
Activated® Alumina H-151. Handy
Dri-Pak units containing ALCOA
Activated Alumina H-151 were
placed in several newly rebuilt elec-
trical compartments where moisture

had caused serious corrosion and
frequent trouble.

After installation of the Dri-Paks,
the protected compartments gave no
further trouble from moisture, but
unprotected panels continued to cor-
rode and cause shutdowns.

The original Dri-Paks used at the
Vinton mines were in service for 16
months before being reactivated.
Good reason why Dri-Paks are now
used in all electrical compartments,
control panels and telephones
throughout the mines.

For long life and high adsorptive
capacity, there’s no desiccant like
ALcoA Activated Alumina H-151.

WRITE FOR THIS FREE BOOKLET TODAY. It outlines the outstanding
properties and savings now possible with this new type of Activated
Alumina. Don't let moisture put you on the spot.

““’L.
-
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It’s an entirely new drying agent,
unlike any other in composition or
performance. It is an unusually
strong, stable desiccant capable of
being reactivated an unlimited
number of times.

ALCOA 1.

ALUMINUM COMPANY OF AMERICA

l—-——-——--——-’—-——--——---‘

Aluminum Company of America, Chemicals Division
729-D Alcoa Building
Pittsburgh 19, Pennsylvania

Please send me a free copy of your H-151 booklet.

I am interested in drying
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join the company that

now ...you can CREATE with the
WESTINGHOUSE electronics division

It's a long way from KDKA . . . the world’s first radio broadcasting
station . . . to radar, the backbone of America’'s air defense. It's a

long way from the vacuum tube to the transistor.
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... electronics has been a challenge. To you . . . it is an opportunity.
It is the opportunity to create history in electronics, just as other

engineers have done at Westinghouse.

Top-level design and development positions are now open. If
you can fill one of these exciting openings . . . you will find un-
limited creative opportunity. You will be well-compensated for
your efforts . . . both in income and benefits, and in the satisfaction
of contributing to America's superiority in ground and shipborne

radar; fire-control, communications and missile guidance systems.

openings exist for:

Circuit Engineers
Radar Systems (Indicator) Engineers
Antenna Waveguide Engineers

Transformer Magentics Engineers

Digital Analog Tracking Specialists
Technical Writers

creates history in electronics!

from KDKA to RADAR! .

act now!
Send letter outlining education
and experience to —

R. M. Swisher, Jr.

Employment Supervisor, Dept, 124
WESTINGHOUSE ELECTRIC CORP.
2519 Wilkens Avenve

Baltimore 3, Maryland
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not offer a full sentence of apology until
he was five years late.

Informal units of time such as “just a
minute,” “a while,” “later,” “a long
time,” “a spell,” “a long, long time,”
“years” and so on provide us with the
culturological equivalent of Evil-Eye
Fleegle’s “double-whammy” (in Lil
Abner). Yet these expressions are not as
imprecise as they seem. Any American
who has worked in an office with some-
one else for six months can usually tell
within five minutes when that person
will be back if he says, “T'll be gone for
a while.” It is simply a matter of learning
from experience the individual’s system
of time indicators. A reader who is inter-
ested in communications theory can
fruitfully speculate for a while on the
very wonderful way in which culture
provides the means whereby the receiver
puts back all the redundant material that
was stripped from such a message.
Spelled out, the message might go some-
what as follows: “I am going downtown
to see So-and-So about the Such-and-
Such contract, but I don’t know what
the traffic conditions will be like or how
long it will take me to get a place to park
nor do I know what shape So-and-So will
be in today, but taking all this into ac-
count I think I will be out of the office
about an hour but don’t like to commit
myself, so if anyone calls you can say I'm
not sure how long I will be; in any event
I expect to be back before 4 o’clock.”

Few of us realize how much we rely
on built-in patterns to interpret mes-
sages of this sort. An Iranian friend of
mine who came to live in the U. S. was
hurt and puzzled for the first few years.
The new friends he met and liked would
say on parting: “Well, I'll see you later.”
He mournfully complained: “I kept ex-
pecting to see them, but the ‘later’ never
came.” Strangely enough we ourselves
are exasperated when a Mexican can’t
tell us precisely what he means when he
uses the expression maiiana.

he role of the anthropologist in pre-

paring people for service overseas is
to open their eyes and sensitize them to
the subtle qualities of behavior—tone
of voice, gestures, space and time rela-
tionships—that so often build up feelings
of frustration and hostility in other peo-
ple with a different culture. Whether we
are going to live in a particular foreign
country or travel in many, we need a
frame of reference that will enable us to
observe and learn the significance of dif-
ferences in manners. Progress is being
made in this anthropological study, but
it is also showing us how little is known
about human behavior.



Four minutes to carrier deck... three...two...
home again! At supersonic speeds fuel reserves
must be measured in minutes and seconds of
flying time —not hours. And in jet aircraft
that’s the job of the automatic fuel flow
totalizer. Into these instruments go SYNCHROS
which transmit data accurately to the cockpit.
Because of their vital role, the Air Force
demands synchros of the highest precision...
and Norden-Ketay supplies them.

VITAL TO JET AIRCRAFT

eeoeIN CHEMICAL PLANTS, TOO

Industry, too, is using SYNCHROS. For example,
the chemical, foed, and petroleum processing
industries use SYNCHROS in remote control
applications to reduce operating costs and
assure uniformity in their products.

They are a major supplier of precision
SYNCHROS to both the military and leading
industrial firms. They are specialists in
the design, development and manufacture of
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