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1. Etiquette

Many greetings focus either on the general trend of events (the
German Wie geht’s? The French Comment ga va? The Mexican Que
pasa? The American How’ s it going? and What’ s happening ?)or, even
more directly, on the ontological status of the greetee(The Spanish Como
estd? And the English How are you?) . Anglo-Americans have added an
economic formula to this repertoire. The common query”How do you do?”
is very likely a variant of“What do you do?”—the latter widely used by
strangers who are sizing up each other’s potential as business associates.
In whatever form we meet it, the question suggests the pragmatic nature of
American society and the distance our social classes have placed between
their etiquette and that of the Old World.

What a European means, or at least used to mean, by the greeting
“How are you?” was not so much“How?”as “Who?”In other words, “Who
are your father and mother? What is your breeding line?”In America such
questions are rarely asked.One asks initially“ What do you do?”or “How
do you do?” because it is generally understood that, with few exceptions,
you will not prosper here without labor.

[“EXCUSE ME” AND“ PARDON ME”)

The two commonest apologies in our culture harken back to medieval
prototypes . Although they are often used assertively — as when someone
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elbows his way through a crowd muttering, “Excuse me, I’ m just going
back to my seat”—linguistically both are clearly passive: They are
announcements that one has transgressed a boundary and must beg
forgiveness . The original transgressed boundaries were legal ones, and the
formulas were the creation of canon and feudal law.

In the thirteenth century to“excuse” oneself meant to ask a magistrate
literally to “ remove the cause,” that is, to z;bsolve the person of
responsibility in a legal proceeding. To beg for“ pardon” meant much the
same thing, with an added ecclesiastical weight: To be pardoned by the
church meant that one’ s celestial as well as mundane dues had been
lightened. In the fourteenth century, a pardoner was a wandering papal
envoy licensed to sell pardons, or*“indulgences” .

The story of English farewells is one of increasing secularization. In
the Middle Ages, people parted by saying “ God be with you”, a
characteristically pious comment that had its parallels in the Spanish adios
and the French adieu. However, the English form lost its blatant
godliness, and as early as Shakespeare’ s time was coming out as“ God
bye”. “Good bye”is a distortion of the early nineteenth century. That
century also gave us the alternate “So long,” that chummier leavetaking
that has been linked to the Arabic salaam and the Hebrew shalom, but
that is more likely derived from the German solange , “until that time” that
we meet again. In its anticipation of a reunion, then, “so long” suggests
both the more formal German Aufuwiedersehen and its French equivalent au
revoir , both of which mean“until we see each other again” . The final step
in the degeneration of partings took place in acid-blasted California, where
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late-1960s young people, too hip to believe in God and too now-oriented to
even consider tomorrow, came up with the antiseptic“Have a nice day”.
That this vapid prayer became endemic may say as much about the
hedonism and anomie of the 1970s as about the contagiousness of slang.

19

One anxiously awaits the compression of this parting into “Handy'~ .

| LADIES FIRST

The forms of deference to the “weaker sex” that social custom
enshrines are variants of a metaform that one might call the “pedestal
ploy” . The apparent function of the pedestal ploy is to proclaim the moral
superiority of women by giving them benefits once reserved for royalty:
giving up one’ s seat, opening doors, pulling out chairs, and rising when a
woman enters the room. The ploy’s hidden agenda is quite different.Over
the centuries such pleasantries have infantilized women, kept them in their
“higher” place, and maintained the convenient(for men) social fiction that
females cannot perform real labor, and so need not be paid adequately for
the labor they do perform. If the “little woman” can’t open a door for
hemself, it’ s certainly not necessary to make her salary more than 60
percent of a man’s.

This effect of the pedestal ploy was not, of course, always obvious. In
the days when the ploy was used most widely, the females to whom these
social courtesies were extended did not, in fact, know how to work: As the
daughters of wealth, their function was to manage the conspicuous fortunes
their husbands eamed. Women who worked were by definition members of
the “lower” orders, and being lower camried moral as well as social
connotations. It is not an accident that the expression“working girl ,” which

today means a professional prostitute , recently meant any woman with a
-6 -
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'BOWING|

The bow, like the curtsy, is out of fashion today since so few of us
ever meet royalty. Most of us witness true bowing—rather than the curt
head nod, its democratic descendant—only in theaters and night clubs.

There is a subtle logic to this, for the bow that one gave a prince in former
days and the bow that a performer gives today are at root the same
gesture . Both reflect the ancient (indeed, biological) movement of lowering
the head before a superior to signify respect, service, or obedience. The
message of the bow is“You are greater than I am; please treat me well.”
Since rock stars, from“King” Elvis to today’ s Prince, make real princes
look impoverished, it may seem inappropriate for performers to bend at the
waist to royal viewers—or to the modem equivalent, their Majesties, the
Mob. But the custom developed in simpler times, when a performer had
considerably less social standing. Tradition has sustained the performer’ s
bow even though that standing has risen dramatically. Strictly from the
point of view of status, though, Michael Jackson probably should be
receiving, not giving, the bows.

| TIPPING ONE’ S HAT]

Few Americans tip their hats today, partly because etiquette has
loosened and partly because they don’ t wear hats. Until the 1950s,
however, men commonly tipped their hats to women, and removed them
entirely in elevators. In doing so, they were carrying on a tradition that has
its roots in Roman times . In ancient Rome a head covering was an emblem
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of social or political superiority. Sabine Baring-Gould observed that Julius
Caesar was murdered because he had accepted “the merest shred of
symbol,” a royal headband, implying “that all save he were vassals and
serfs.” The sign of a freed slave, Baring-Gould also noted, was the so-
called Phrygian cap, a floppy Near Eastern import that well into the
nineteenth century still symbolized freedom .

Just as covering the head symbolized dominance, so uncovering it
symbolized submission . Ever since the early Middle Ages, to remove one’s
hat—be it made of cloth or metal—has signified subservience to a
superior. As an animal bares its throat or belly to a dominant rival, the
feudal vassal bared his head to his lord, saying, in effect, “I am at your
service; do with me as you will.” This original sense of the ritual is
mirrored in the expressions“with hat in hand” and“I take my hat off to
him” .

| BUSINESS CARDS

Today business cards are distributed with abandon by working people
of all social classes, illustrating not only the ubiquity of commercial
interests but also the fluidity of the world of trade. Whether one is
buttonholing potential clients for a carpentry service, announcing one’ s
latest academic appointment, or“ networking” with fellow executives, it is
permissible to advertise one’ s talents and availability by an outstretched
hand and the statement“Here’ s my card.” As Robert Louis Stevenson once
observed , everybody makes his living by selling something . Business cards
facilitate this endeavor.

It has not always been this way. The cards that we use today for
commercial purposes are a vulgarization of the nineteenth - century social
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calling card, an artifact with a quite different purpose. In the Gilded Age’,
possessing a calling card indicated not that you were interested in forming
business relationships, but that your money was so old(or so you wanted
people to think ) that you had no need to make a living. For the calling-
card class, life was a continual round of social visits, and the protocol
governing these visits was inextricably linked to the proper use of cards.
Pick up any etiquette manual predating World War I, and you will find
whole chapters devoted to such questions as whether a single gentleman
may leave a card for a lady; when a lady must, and must not, tun down
the edges of a card;and whether an unmarried girl of between fourteen and
seventeen may carry more than six or less than thirteen cards in her purse
in months beginning with a “J’*” . The calling card system was especially
cherished by those who made no distinction between manners and mere
form, and its preciousness was well defined by Mrs. John Sherwood. Her
1887 manual called the card“the field mark and device” of civilization.

The business version of the calling card came in around the tum of
the century, when the formerly well defined borders between the
commercial and the personal realms were beginning to blur. In the decades
when both types of cards still were used widely, society mavens considered
it unforgivable to fuse the two realms. Emily Post’ s contemporary Lillian
Eichler called it very poor taste to use business cards for social purposes,
and as late as 1967 Amy Vanderbilt counseled that the merchant’ s marker
“may never double for social purposes” .

| ELEVATOR BEHAVIOR|

What’ s the worst thing that can happen to you in an elevator?
Mugging? Falling twenty floors to your death? Terrifying possibilities, but
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pale in comparison with what I believe to be every elevator rider’ s secret
phobia: being stuck between floors, pethaps forever. Because of this fear,
we have evolved precise, if unwritten, rules for behaving in an elevator.
You must not speak to other passengers (except for quickly mumbled
hellos) , you must not establish eye contact, and you must face the door.
This establishes an extreme impersonality, even a kind of invisibility, and
this is precisely the attitude to have in a situation from which you cannot
wait to be rescued. Establishing a relationship in an elevator would be tan-
tamount to admitting that the fearful vehicle in which you are suspended is
not a temporary aberration but perhaps a temporary home . Structurally an
elevator car resembles both a jail cell and a buria vault; in order to deny
these resemblances, we make ourselves deaf dumb, and blind .
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