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Preface

“WHAT WOULD Mother think?” was a question that had accompanied
Daffodil Right for her entire life. She knew she was growing old when it no
longer set off the thought “And how can I keep her from finding out?”

The change did not occur when that lady, Clara Grace Perfect (née
Proper, and equipped with crisp little cards that announced her as Mrs.
Geoffrey Lockwood Perfect) departed this world for a more nearly correct
one. Mrs. Perfect had what was known as Presence, the dignified precursor
of what deteriorated to Poise during Daffodil’s youth and then disappeared
into a pottage of Assertiveness and Sensitivity from which it has not yet
managed to surface.

Mere death did not soften Mrs. Perfect’s august influence. Indeed,
during her declining years, if a lady so upright may be said to decline, she
served as a stalwart example of what the family called Clara Grace under
Pressure. Her memory had gently receded, but her manners had not. When
Daffodil came to visit, Mrs. Perfect never failed to introduce herself and to
add, “And I hope your dear mother is well. Please remember me to her.” If
Daffodil attempted a mild correction, Mrs. Perfect would manage a sweet
smile with just a dollop of reproach in it as she said, “Well, of course I
know that, dear. What do you take me for?” And she would continue,
seamlessly, with a polite inquiry after Daffodil’s husband. Not Teddy Right,
who was usually standing right there holding out a box of her favorite
liqueur-laced chocolates, but Rhino Awful, Daffodil’s first husband, who
had long ago acquired a wife of more nearly his brain power, although not
nearly his age.

The increasing appreciation of her mother’s view that only a strict code
of manners can keep civilization from descending into chaos began as
reverie during work.

As a judge in Domestic Court, Daffodil spent hours listening to
evidence against society’s panacea for bad behavior. It was generally
believed that what people needed to get along was love and communication
skills. Even business colleagues were thought to work better if they spoke
their minds and really got to know one another personally, from which



affection would follow—only not too much affection, because that might be
illegal. Yet here was Judge Daffodil Right, listening all day long to people
who were only too familiar with one another, who had certainly loved at
one time and whose communication skills were so well honed that she
sometimes had to threaten them with contempt of court.

At the same time, she knew, to her sorrow, that the law was not going to
solve their problems. She could offer some protections and retributions, but
she was helpless to stop them from being plain mean, and from going out
and repeating these horrid situations among themselves or in new domestic
arrangements. At times she heard her mother’s voice coming out of her own
mouth, delivering etiquette orders: “I want you to apologize right now” and
“Don’t speak of your father that way” and “Do you consider yourself
properly dressed?” and “I would appreciate it if you would show more
respect.” But she decided that the day she heard herself sentencing someone
to have his mouth washed out with soap would be the day she retired.

Still, Daffodil was surprised to hear the old question from another
source: “What would your mother think?”

It was Zoe and Zachary, her favorite grandchildren, notwithstanding that
she would have sworn on her own courtroom Bible that she had no favorites
among her many descendents and step-descendents. She seemed to be a
favorite of theirs as well, and they had come to show her the outfits they
had put together for their high school prom.

What would her mother think of Zoe in a black dress so tight and
slashed that those body parts pushed up into the décolletage must be her
knees? And of the over-the-elbow black gloves with bracelets and a ring
worn over them? And of the two-toned, upswept hairdo achieved with gel
instead of hairpins? What would she think of Zachary wearing a tailcoat
with a black tie and black chino pants? And of the red cummerbund and
matching hankie stuck into a pocketed shirt?

Awful, awful, is what Clara Perfect would have thought. There would
have been some validity to this, quite aside from the sartorial angle, as the
two children were also, through no fault of their own, descended from
Jonathan Rhinehart Awful, 3",

Daffodil lacked the heart to dampen their pleasure, but she also knew
that she was the children’s only source of information about etiquette, a
subject toward which they harbored none of the antipathy that their parents’
generation had shown. Because they so often visited, she was able to teach



them the once-common amenities, such as table manners and greetings and
expressions of gratitude without criticizing their parents. The cover was
simply that this was the way she and Teddy did things, which Zoe and
Zachary learned as a sort of second language of behavior. She was both
proud and appalled to watch them cash in on this knowledge—getting the
best summer jobs, impressing college interviewers and taking in a
significantly better haul of family presents than their cousins who never
wrote letters of thanks.

“You’ll be the best-looking people there,” she declared with misleading
truthfulness that failed to mislead them. “But don’t even ask what Mamma
would have thought. She went by an entirely different standard.”

So of course they did ask. “Well, for Mamma, evening clothes were
serious. No, that’s not quite right. They were also a game, but the game had
rules, and the object was aesthetic—to stand out because your clothes were
beautiful or stylish or even daring, although I suppose not what you would
consider daring. For gentlemen, it was to have clothes that were perfectly
tailored.

“What you’re doing is putting together different elements from this
style and that, the fancy along with the trashy, as a kind of satire. Your
friends will be doing that too, and I’m sure you’ll both be the hits of the
evening.

“It is what we used to call postmodernism,” she continued, making it
sound unattractively dated. “But you mustn’t expect that your great-
grandmamma would think it funny. In her way, she had a sense of humor,
but she would not have been amused to have formality satirized by people
who didn’t know the rules they were trying to make fun of.”

That came out harsher than Daffodil had intended, so she quickly
moved on, saying, “I see that movie stars are beginning to wear serious
evening clothes again. The women, anyway. Some of them.”

“I love period movies,” said Zoe. “Don’t you?”

“No, I hate them,” said her grandmother. “The costumes are lovely, but
the period manners are ridiculous. Just once I’d like to see an historical
movie, or play, or opera, where the women don’t eat with their gloves on.
And the way they all use first names and—oh, don’t get me started.”

In the hope of avoiding that, Zachary said, “I suppose you wish you’d
lived back in the good old days.” He was addressing Daffodil, but Zoe, who
had been tugging off her gloves, piped up saying, “Oh, I do.”



“Well, I don’t,” said Daffodil. “I mean, I did, sort of, and that was
enough. When people carry on about how awful—I mean dreadful—
manners are nowadays, they forget the extraordinary strides we’ve made. I
went to law school late, but my college roommate went when we were
young and she was constantly being taunted in class—not just by the men
but by the professors, who all resented her taking the place of a man who
would have to support his family. Which didn’t stop them from making it
dangerous to see them in their offices. And ask your Uncle Gregory what he
and Uncle Lars had to endure in the way of insults—and they’re the only
couple in the family since my parents who never changed partners. If your
own godparents had gone to restaurants with us, the service would have
been suddenly nonexistent. What about your cousin Che? He would have
been labeled a bastard.”

“Actually, he is,” said Zoe.

“Sure, but that’s personal. He earned it; it’s not because his parents
weren’t married when he was born,” Daffodil replied. “I mean, don’t say
that about your own cousin. He’s just going through a rough period. He’ll
grow out of it. Someday. We hope. But no, I don’t want to go back to the
old days. I just want people to behave better nowadays.”

“There’s still plenty of discrimination,” said Zachary. “But what’s
changed was changed by law.”

“And how does law get changed?” Daffodil asked, peering over her
reading glasses in a manner cultivated to remind witnesses of their school
principals. “Social pressure. If you try to do it without some sort of
consensus about what constitutes good and bad behavior, you’re never
going to be able to enforce it. We still have discrimination because society
isn’t doing a good enough job. But we’ve come a long way from the times
when people tolerated—practiced, chortled over, actually relished—outright
bigotry.”

“Grammy!” said Zoe, waving her hand to get her attention. “Speaking
of change, I’'m going to run up and change. You’d better too, Zack. We’re
due at Grandpa’s—you know Aunt Kristen’s getting married again, don’t
you, Grammy? And we have to be in it. Now that’s going to be strictly
formal. She was asking us etiquette questions, like how she should tell
people to give cash instead of dumb presents, and whether her ex-husband
should give her away. Gramps says he’s tired of doing it and having her



bounce back, it was getting to be like a bad tennis match. I told her she
should talk to you.”

“Don’t you know the answers by now?”

“Not exactly. I mean, I think I know what your mother would say, but
you always admit that etiquette and law do change with the times, and I'm
not sure anymore.”

“Well, in both, the moral principles don’t change, but the surface rules
adjust when there is a compelling reason to alter tradition, which...Never
mind, dear. Run along, both of you. We’ll get to it another time.”

It is in case they don’t, and for those who can’t or don’t listen to wise
grandmothers, that this book is written.



1. Introduction




Some Thoughts on the Impulse Rude and
the Mannerly Way of Life

WHEN PEOPLE complain about the rudeness of others (and surely you
don’t think they are lining up here to turn themselves in), they like to
generalize. It is apparently less satisfying to be battered by a rude individual
than by a whole class of them. Thus it is that Miss Manners keeps being
alerted to two categories of rude people:

1. People Who Should Know Better (as in, “They’re professionals, so
they should know better”).

2. People Like That (as in, “What else can you expect of People Like
That?”). Surprisingly, this is less often a reference to the downtrodden
than to that perennially popular target “the newly rich,” which has
come to include such specialties as “corporate pigs,” “baby
billionaires” and “trophy wives.”

Etiquette crimes committed in both categories are pretty much the same.
It is reported that these people don’t know the basic decencies of how to
eat, dress or talk, respond, reciprocate or thank, but have mastered infinite
ways of enraging decent folk. Yet the first set’s behaving this way is met
with shock, while the second’s doing so causes not the least surprise.

Miss Manners can’t for the life of her figure out the distinction between
them. Aside from its apparently being considered decorous to halt at a
modest rung of the pay scale, what does this have to do with acquiring
manners?

Perhaps you remember a phantom category, no longer polite to mention,
which went by such names as People of Property, Well-Bred, Used to Good
Things, Our Sort, We Know the Family and, of course, Old Money (which
Miss Manners thinks of as New Money: The Sequel). The notion was that
people who grew up with money were also amply supplied with manners.
That neither truth nor logic accompanies this proposition has never
discouraged the rich or their distant admirers from believing it.



Manners are not inheritable goods, and therefore every individual starts
with a clean—meaning rude—slate. Furthermore, Old, New and No Money
learn their manners from the same people. In the case of No Money, it is
their own parents, usually their mothers. In the case of the moneyed, it’s the
same mothers who, being short on money, take on the challenging job of
civilizing the children of the rich.

The rich make the argument that they are exposed to a greater variety of
manners, including formal and foreign varieties, and that they have a
tradition of noblesse oblige. The non-rich make the argument that they are
left more exposed to the human elements and that knowing how it feels to
be mistreated makes one manners-conscious. So in theory, the newly rich
should have all the benefits of the latter as well as the opportunity to
develop the former. In fact, Miss Manners has found politeness and
rudeness to be unpredictably scattered among all these groups, the way
intelligence is. Similarly, there is far too little to go around.

It would help if they all stopped calling one another names and used the
time to learn to behave like Miss Manners. Miss Manners is unfailingly
polite. Even when Miss Manners is treated badly, she responds courteously.
This is known as Not Stooping, or Shaming Them, or Setting a Good
Example.

It is not that she has never felt the Impulse Rude. You wouldn’t trust a
preacher who never experienced the temptations of sin, would you?

How one longs to strike back. But two wrongs make a blight, and if
rudeness begets rudeness, which begets more rudeness, where will it all
end? (And why is Miss Manners speaking like a preacher? The verb “to
beget” was never in her daily vocabulary before.) There are now many
practitioners of the art of getting back, and many books, classes and
discussions on techniques for doing so. Miss Manners often receives letters
from people who assume that she is such a one and can supply a method for
“putting down” this person or that.

Alas. At the risk of sounding unbearably saintly, Miss Manners spurns
these methods. Nevertheless—and this is the interesting part—she does not
suffer from the indignities that an undignified assertiveness asserts it can
correct. No one takes advantage of Miss Manners without her consent.
(What happens when she consents is also interesting, but another story.) She
does not allow rude people to spoil her life, but she does not seek
satisfaction in spoiling theirs.



For one thing, they outnumber her. One can easily encounter a dozen
provoking rudenesses on the way to work in the morning, and a matching
set on the way home. A lunch hour spent shopping, or, for that matter,
buying lunch, can increase the total tenfold. For another thing, counter-
rudeness is escalating, sometimes beyond rudeness itself into violence.
Even the lexicon of rudeness one hears these days is explicitly violent,
although the specific words are usually sexual. (Does anyone know why
such a nice practice as sex should have to supply the words for uncontrolled
hostility? Maybe it would be better that this not be explained to Miss
Manners.) What, then, does one do with one’s justified anger? Miss
Manners’ meager arsenal consists only of the withering look, the insistent
and repeated request, the cold voice, the report up the chain of command
and the tilted nose. They generally work. When they fail, she has the ability
to dismiss inferior behavior from her mind as coming from inferior people.

You will perhaps point out that she will never know the joy of
delivering a well-deserved sock in the chops. True—but she will never
inspire one, either.

On Class Consciousness

There are three social classes in America: upper middle class, middle
class and lower middle class. Miss Manners has never heard of an
American’s owning up to being in any other class. However, if there is one
thing that all Americans agree upon, no matter what their background, it is
that the middle class is despicable. The shame of having been born into it is
sufficient excuse for a lifelong grudge against one’s parents and the entire
society. This is not a happy state of affairs.

The problem, in Miss Manners’ opinion, is that the classes have
traditionally behaved badly—either oppressively or obsequiously—to those
below or above them. Being in the middle, the middle class has the
opportunity to do both. Being a democracy, we extend this opportunity to
everyone.

One would think, therefore, that an entirely middle-class nation would
stop despising people on the basis of middle class—hood, or that everyone
who could make or lose enough money would quickly scurry into one of the
other classes. Miss Manners’ mother always told her to travel either first or
third class, but never second, when crossing. (Not crossing class lines, silly;



crossing the Atlantic Ocean, in the days when that was done properly, with
bouillon at eleven on the promenade deck and tea at five in the salon.) In
first class, in those days, you had luxury; in third class, you had fun. This is
the proper distribution of the world’s blessings. In second class, you had
neither. Naturally, then, someone invented the one-class ship, where the
advantages of second class could be enjoyed by all, which is probably why
we have those overanxious things called airplanes for crossings these days.

You see the problem. Here are Miss Manners’ solutions: First, some
people must volunteer to be in the upper class, and others must volunteer to
be in the lower class. This is a democracy, so admission will be based solely
on ability to pay. But, then, people must behave according to the class they
have chosen. We will have no confusion with upper-class people wanting to
be earthy, or loved for themselves alone, or lower-class people coveting
status symbols. Nor will members of any class be allowed to be ashamed of
their own class. We have a fine new example of pride in the enthusiasm,
during the last few decades, of Americans for their racial and ethnic origins.
All Miss Manners is asking is that people who now own up proudly to their
grandparents be willing to own up to their parents, as well.

The last rule is the most important of all. Miss Manners will not tolerate
the classes’ taunting one another in any way. Not even at recess.

On Making Others Comfortable

At a great London banquet, dear Queen Victoria lifted her finger bowl
and drank the water. She had to. Her guest of honor, the Shah of Persia, had
done it first.

At a Washington embassy dinner party, the king of Morocco plunged
his fingers into his teacup and wiped them on his napkin. He had to. His
guest of honor, President Kennedy, had done it first.

Then there was the time that Mrs. Grover Cleveland attempted to
engage a tongue-tied guest in conversation by seizing on the nearest thing at
hand, an antique cup of thinnest china. “We’re very pleased to have these;
they’re quite rare and we’re using them for the first time today,” she is
supposed to have said.

“Really?” asked the distraught guest, picking up his cup and nervously
crushing it in his hand.



“Oh, don’t worry about it,” said the hostess. “They’re terribly fragile—
see?” She smashed hers.

Mr. Grover Cleveland, on another social occasion, carefully added sugar
and cream to his coffee, stirred it and poured some into his saucer.
Observing this, all his guests felt obliged to do the same. There they all
were, pouring their coffee into their saucers, when the President leaned
down and put his saucerful on the floor for his dog.

Miss Manners relates these alarming incidents to illustrate a great
danger. It is not the peril of serving watery tea, engaging in diplomacy with
foreigners, permitting dogs in dining rooms or other such grand-scale
hijinks. It is the terrible burden one assumes when attempting the practice
of Making Others Feel Comfortable.

Miss Manners is sensitive to this because she often hears the great and
subtle art of etiquette described as being “just a matter of making other
people feel comfortable.” As if etiquette weren’t magnificently capable of
being used to make others feel uncomfortable.

All right. Miss Manners will give you an example, although you are
spoiling her Queen Victoria mood: If you are rude to your ex-husband’s
new wife at your daughter’s wedding, you will make her feel smug.
Comfortable. If you are charming and polite, you will make her feel
uncomfortable. Which do you want to do?

On Making Others Uncomfortable

Miss Manners cannot be expected to experience embarrassment
firsthand, but it is something for which she has a moderate amount of
sympathy. The correct use of embarrassment is as a conscience of manners.
As your conscience might trouble you if you do anything immoral, your
sense of embarrassment should be activated if you do anything unmannerly.
As conscience should come from within, so should embarrassment. Hot
tingles and flushes are quite proper when they arise from your own sense of
having violated proper standards, inadvertently or advertently.

However, Miss Manners hereby absolves everyone from feeling any
embarrassment deliberately imposed by others. The less scrupulous of those
who sell wedding or funeral services try to embarrass people with the
suggestion that anyone who cares about the bridal couple or the recently
deceased will “spare no expense,” an emotional non sequitur if ever there



was one. The same tactic has been adopted by other professions. The whole
posture of being what is termed, in the vernacular, “snooty” is cultivated by
those wily headwaiters, real estate salespeople, boutique clerks and others
who hope to embarrass honest customers into spending more than they wish
to spend.

This should be seen as a commercial ploy, not a challenge of manners. It
is perfectly good manners to check over one’s bill and ask for an
explanation if it seems to be wrong; it is good manners to spend what one
wishes to spend and not what one doesn’t want to or cannot afford; and it is
good manners to ask for what is coming to one if it does not seem to be
forthcoming. What is dreadful manners is to attempt to embarrass anyone
into spending money. That is a matter that ought to make those who
practice it feel horribly embarrassed.

On Improving Others

As if self-improvement weren’t bad enough, we now have a world full
of new, improved people who are ready to move on to improving others.
This had better stop before there are no good people left, to say nothing of
no decent social intercourse.

Miss Manners has been accosted by a variety of people who do
missionary work under the pretense of friendship, generously spreading
their newly acquired insights in the hope of making others as attractive as
themselves. There are those who offer to explain to Miss Manners how to
deal with her guilt, although guilt is an emotion unknown to Miss Manners,
who took the simple precaution of always doing everything right. Others
want to teach her to be free of her inhibitions. Miss Manners does have a
few inhibitions, as it happens, but she needs them and is, if anything,
hoping to develop a few more. People have even offered to help Miss
Manners find God, Who Miss Manners hadn’t realized was lost.

The zeal of such people is so great that they will spare nothing, not even
the feelings of those they want to save, in this quest to make others feel
good. If you are skeptical about their solutions working for you, they affect
a patronizing smile and say, “That’s the way I felt once.” If you protest that
you have no problems, they offer to help you with the problem of not being
able to recognize your problems. If you admit that you are happy, they
reply, “Ah, but perhaps you only think you are happy.” What the difference



is between being happy and thinking yourself happy Miss Manners has
never been able to figure out.

On De-proving Others

“Relax!”

“Don’t go to so much trouble!”

“Why don’t you use plastic glasses?”

“Take off your jacket!”

“Why don’t you use paper napkins?”

“Don’t be so formal!”

“Sit down!”

“Why don’t you use paper plates?”

“You don’t have to impress us!”

Guests who make such remarks to their hosts must fondly imagine the
effect they produce: “Whew,” the host must think. “I don’t have to strain
myself pretending to be something I’'m not. These people love me just as I
am, without all this fancy stuff.”

Or maybe not. Miss Manners is afraid that the effect might be more like
this: “Try and do something nice for people, and look what you get. They
come into my house, call me pretentious to my face, criticize my stuff,
complain about the way I do things, bark orders at me and try to foist their
own slobby standards on me. How would they like it if I came to their
houses and suggested that they try a little harder?”

Yet the Etiquette-Busters are out in full force. If they attack their own
friends who are in the very act of showing them hospitality, you can
imagine that no one is safe. Not even little children, whom they taunt for
politeness and tempt to rudeness: “Did your mother make you wear that?”

“Don’t call me ‘Mr.,” that’s my father.”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“You must be bored having to listen to the adults.”

“‘Ma’am’? Do I look that old?”

“I bet you’d rather be watching television.”

What is the problem here? Could it be, Miss Manners wonders, that
they fear that the world is not rude and crude enough as it is? And believe
that it is their mission in life to stamp out niceties wherever they find them?



Miss Manners has heard of motives that are more altruistic, if no more
attractive.

The face-value one is, indeed, that they are saving their friends trouble
and rescuing them from false values. The presumption that nobody really
likes doing things “nicely” is paired with the revelation that nobody—or at
least not they—even likes to have things done this way for them by others.

In countermanding the courtesies that children exhibit, the idea is to
form a sympathetic alliance with children against their parents’ strictures.
Whether this stems from a belief in preserving the natural soul from
civilization or is merely a grab for popularity with the young, the effect is to
undermine the parents and confuse the children.

A wider argument is sometimes made on behalf of an element of society
other than the parties directly involved. “It intimidates people,” the critics
will say of those benighted folks who, unlike themselves and the criticized,
are too primitive to be exposed to any but the crudest way of doing things.
These people are not up to being treated with any luxuries, so it is
considered a kindness to hold back on them.

But sometimes one hears an Etiquette-Buster’s confession that rings
true: “You make me feel guilty.” I'm not going to bother, this argument
goes, so we need to lower the standard so I don’t look bad.

On Correcting Others

Can Miss Manners, whose vocation, whose calling, is correcting
etiquette transgressions, condemn the practice? Certainly.

Miss Manners corrects only upon request. Then she does it from a
distance, with no names attached, and no personal relationship, however
distant, between the corrector and the correctee. She does not search out
errors like a policeman leaping out of a speed trap. When Miss Manners
observes people behaving rudely, she behaves politely to them, and then
goes home and snickers about them afterward. That is what the well-bred
person does. The only way to enjoy the fun of catching people behaving
disgustingly is to have children. One has to keep having them, however,
because it is incorrect to correct grown people, even if you have grown
them yourself. This is the mistake that many people make when they give
helpful criticism to their children-in-law, who arrive on the scene already
grown.



Miss Manners is constantly besieged by people who want to know the
tactful manner of pointing out their friends’ and relatives’ inferiorities.
These people, their loved ones report to Miss Manners, chew with their
mouth open, mispronounce words, talk too loudly, crack their knuckles,
spit, belch and hum tunelessly to themselves. They have bad breath and
runs in their stockings. They are too fat, dress badly and do their hair all
wrong.

How can those who love these people dearly, for reasons that are not
clear, and who wish to help them, for reasons that unfortunately are clear,
politely let them have it?

The answer is that they cannot, certainly not politely. There are times, in
certain trusting relationships, when one can say, “Cracking your knuckles
drives me up the wall and if you do it one more time I’ll scream,” or “Have
a mint—there’s something wrong with your breath,” or “What’s that thing
on your left front tooth?” No reasonable person should take offense at these
remarks. Because they are so frank, they do not seem to carry a history of
repulsion long predating the offense. Also, they deal with matters that are
more or less easily correctable (although Miss Manners knows some
determined knuckle-crackers she suspects aren’t half trying to stop), and
which it is plausible to assume the offenders hadn’t noticed.

What is unacceptable is to criticize things a person cannot easily
remedy or may not want to. People who you think are too fat either disagree
about what too fat is, are trying to do something about it, or are not trying to
do something about it. In no case is it helpful for them to know that other
people consider them too fat.

Even if it be proven that the mistakes of others come from gross
ignorance or from maliciousness, it is not the place of anyone except God,
their mothers or Miss Manners to bring this to their attention. As dear
Erasmus said, “It is part of the highest civility if, while never erring
yourself, you ignore the errors of others.” Besides, it is a law of nature that
he who corrects others will soon do something perfectly awful himself.

On Profiting from Others
“I’ll scrub floors before I’1l accept charity.”
“We may be poor, but we have our pride.”
“I’ve always been independent, and I always will be.”



“Thank you, but I wouldn’t dream of taking your money. I’m sure I’ll
manage.”

“I may not be legally responsible, but I consider this a debt of honor,
and I’ll pay off every cent if I die in the attempt.”

“I don’t accept tips.”

When was the last time you heard any of these statements? If ever. The
young must think that allowing pride to trump avarice dates back to a long-
distant age of romance and stupidity.

Miss Manners does not exactly complain that she misses what were,
after all, responses to difficult, perhaps tragic, circumstances. But she sorely
misses the quaint attitude they represented. The rapidity with which
begging and bankruptcy shed any sense of shame and took on an air of
insouciant cleverness astonishes her.

In the social realm, pleading financial need and requesting assistance
have become so commonplace that the techniques are cited as “traditional”
by the clueless, as well as by the financially irresponsible. Not a day goes
by that Miss Manners doesn’t receive several questions about how to do
something—throw a party, take a trip, buy household items, entertain in a
restaurant—that the writer states being unable to afford.

Various schemes are proposed, with the expectation that Miss Manners
will explain the proper way to do them. How do you politely tell your
guests to give you money so you can buy what you want? What is the
correct wording to invite people while letting them know that they are
supposed to pay? How do you graciously state your desire that guests
contribute payments toward your vacation or house?

Miss Manners’ favorite Scheme of the Week is a postal card sent to
members of a church congregation asking them to celebrate the marriage of
their pastor with “monetary gifts for the honeymoon. If you like, do it
anonymously to eliminate the need for thank you cards.” She can’t wait to
hear his sermon about how charity begins at home. Or the one on gratitude.

Nevertheless, Miss Manners saw it all coming. Once the commercial
gift registry (originally kept only in case customers inquired about a bride’s
silver or china pattern) expanded to put generosity under the control of its
beneficiary, the rest was inevitable. Now would-be beneficiaries are saving
others the trouble of volunteering by listing demands—whether directly or
through web sites, gift registries and notations on invitations—without
waiting to be asked.



Stripping sentiment from the custom of giving presents naturally
prompted the question of why the giver should be entrusted—or
encumbered, depending on the degree of hypocrisy exercised—with the
purchasing. It is all very smart to sneer at the notion that it is the thought
that counts, brazenly declaring that no, it’s the take that counts. But the
whole symbolic basis of exchanging presents, hospitality and favors refers
to our longing to be noticed thoughtfully by others. (True, the possibility of
error is always there, which is why etiquette allows thoughtfulness to be
assisted by sneaky tactics. If observation fails to suggest what presents
might be welcome, it is fair to ask people who are in a better position to
observe. If that doesn’t work, the unfortunate present may be discreetly
exchanged, sold or given away after thanks have been rendered.) The next
step was for the recipient to examine overhead costs involved in
entertaining the donors, which would have to be subtracted from the take.
Prospective guests often ask Miss Manners whether etiquette requires that
the cost of a present be dictated not by their resources or impulses, but by
the amount spent on their food and drink. Hosts, especially those who like
to entertain at places they frankly announce they cannot afford, are inclined
to see these as two different obligations, and ask how to explain that the
guests should both pay their own way and give a (directed) present.

But why bother with guests at all? The virtual community is larger and
less trouble than the relatives and friends upon whom self-fundraisers had
been drawing. The pioneers in using the Internet to ask strangers for money
patterned themselves on the causes of reputable charity—such as donating
toward education or helping the ill—except for designating themselves the
sole beneficiaries. A breakthrough was achieved when it was discovered
that asking for money for luxuries also brought results.

These practices are no less vulgar for having become commonplace.
There is no polite way to tell people to give you money or objects, and no
polite way to entertain people at their expense. Begging is the last resort of
the desperate, not a social form requiring others to help people live beyond
their means. Miss Manners fails to understand why philanthropists would
turn from the needy to the greedy, but she is not in the business of
laundering rudeness to make it seem acceptable.



Gentle Readers Wrestle with Philosophical
Problems Arising from the Great Study of
Manners

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Who says there is a “right” way of doing things and a “wrong”?
GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners does. You want to make something of it?

ON MANNERS AND MORALS
Talking Back

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I’ve been told that etiquette is used as a means to exclude “outsiders,”
i.e., those not in the class of the group that observes certain etiquette rules.
If I were to attend a function hosted by an upper class group, I would not
know all of the etiquette rules and everyone would know I was not a
member of that social status. To me, that makes etiquette rules seem mean
and snobby, which would make etiquette unmannerly. Therefore etiquette is
rude, isn’t it?

GENTLE READER:

Nice try. If etiquette is rude, Miss Manners really ought to apologize for
coercing people into behaving better than their etiquette-free instincts—
such as running slow drivers off the road, and demanding that people send
them cash for getting married—dictate.

But wait. Apologizing is also an invention of etiquette. So what she
should really tell you is to—never mind. Being terminally polite, she can’t
bring herself to say anything of the kind.



It is true that specific forms of etiquette vary enormously among
societies and subsets of society. If you were to attend a function in a foreign
country, or if you were to attend a teenagers’ club meeting, you probably
wouldn’t know the etiquette rules either. If any of those people attended a
function of yours, they probably wouldn’t know the rules by which you
operate, consciously or not.

This hardly means that everybody else’s customs exist to make you feel
bad. If you want to participate in a group with whose behavior you are
unfamiliar, then you should make the effort to learn it.

Here is a major etiquette rule you need to learn right now: The use of
specialized knowledge of whatever kind to embarrass those who cannot be
expected to know it is an etiquette violation. This is why we have a rule that
the lapses of newcomers who are making an honest effort—including young
children, by the way—should not be an excuse to humiliate them.

Looking Back

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Sometimes I wish we were back in 18-something where everyone was
mindful of their manners. I’'m a 21-year-old woman and even though I love
to joke around and be mannerless with my friends, I still enjoy politeness.
I’m writing you for advice on how to be goofy and classy at the same time.
And also how to extract manners from other people. People nowadays don’t
think its necessary to be polite, they consider it “old fashioned.”

GENTLE READER:

You weren’t around in 18-something, were you? Not even in novels or
history books?

Much as we would love to believe that we saucy and imaginative
moderns are responsible for introducing misbehavior into a previously fun-
free world, Miss Manners is afraid that the population, even back then,
consisted of actual human beings. Some of them behaved none of the time
and the rest behaved some of the time.

Perhaps you misunderstand what manners and etiquette are. Surely you
do not mean to say that you are mannerless with your friends. Do you shove
them out of the way to get to the food? Do you tell them they are boring



you and you wish they would go home? Do you respond to their problems
by saying, “So what?”

Miss Manners doubts it. Some people do, perhaps the very people about
whom you are complaining, but they tend not to have friends. She suspects
you mean that you and your friends tease one another in ways you know
will not hurt, and that when you get together, you dress, eat and speak in
ways you would not do, even with them, on formal occasions such as their
weddings or their relatives’ funerals.

In other words, you observe informal etiquette on informal occasions.
That is perfectly consistent with being mannerly, which means showing
respect and consideration for others while practicing the etiquette—the
specific rules on how to do this—that apply to the particular situation and
era in which you find yourself.

What bothers you is that many people do not. Miss Manners has not
failed to notice this either, which is why she has devoted her career to
urging them to do so. On a nonprofessional level, one can only properly do
this by example—the example of behaving politely yourself and of
avoiding those who do not.

It is true that there are etiquette rules that have been updated, so that the
principles on which they are based are served in different ways. We no
longer spend the morning calling upon others, hoping not to find them in so
that we can just leave engraved cards and get credit for touching base.
Instead, we call around leaving voice mail, hoping their telephones are
turned off so that we can just leave messages and get credit for touching
base.

But Miss Manners supposes that what you are hearing is that while your
obligations to others are not in question, their reciprocal duties—including
thanking and reciprocating—have expired. The people who tell you that are
not etiquette historians; they are just plain, old-fashioned rude.

A Rule of Thumb

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Do you have any guidelines that will help me to feel correct in all
situations?



GENTLE READER:

Yes, two, both of which were given to her by her Uncle Henry when
Miss Manners was a mere slip of a girl. They have served her well in all the
vicissitudes of life ever since. They are:

1. Don’t.
2. Be sure not to forget to.



2. Birth




Prebirth Manners for Parents and Others

LONG AGO, ladies who found themselves in a delicate condition were
supposed to refer to it, sartorially as well as conversationally, only with the
greatest delicacy. And if young people today can’t even imagine what is
meant by “a delicate condition”—well, that was the idea.

Naturally, people today regard this as an insult to motherhood,
womanhood and everyone else in the ’hood. Childbirth itself being natural,
why shouldn’t it be out in the open? After all, the event that led up to it
pretty much is.

Miss Manners can think of a reason that birth parties for friends are not
in the best of taste: They interfere with the decorum that requires ladies who
are appearing in company to keep their ankles demurely crossed. She also
retains the prudery of believing that expectant mothers, no matter how
justifiably proud of their expectations, should be discouraged from posing
nude for general distribution.

However, she finds herself surprisingly charmed by the new maternity
fashions that are more up front, so to speak, than in previous eras. Formerly,
the declared purpose of such wardrobes was to hide the condition. The
unfortunate tactic employed was to cover the lady in question with what
appeared to be great rolls of wallpaper left over from decorating the
nursery. This was a failure, both aesthetically and as camouflage.

Dresses, trousers, sweaters and blouses that frankly follow the emergent
shape but are otherwise unexceptionable are surely an improvement. (That
qualifier should be noted, however. The belly button is mistaken if it thinks
itself a treat for all eyes, and displaying the place it has disappeared along a
stretched belly is not an improvement.) Frank discussions are another
matter. The reticence by parents-to-be in talking about pregnancy has
disappeared, but this had a purpose beyond protecting innocent children
from speculating about where babies come from. It helped protect innocent
mothers from adults not only speculating about where these particular
babies have come from, but asking the mother, as well as offering her scary



warnings, making horrid remarks and poking and patting the work in
progress.

There is no barrier left—certainly not taste—to inhibit the curious from
annoying pregnant ladies, now that the social silence on this subject is gone.
The most these only-too-obvious targets can hope to do is to freeze out their
tormentors by refusing to make the subject of pregnancy open to discussion.
Not announcing it with startling immediacy to anyone except one’s
intimates is a start. Those who need to know before they can see for
themselves, such as prospective grandparents and supervisors who need to
schedule maternity leave, should be told in confidence. Others can wait
until the second trimester.

The late announcement also puts some distance between the fact of the
pregnancy and the visual associated with its cause. A lady should take time
to comb her hair before she announces her pregnancy. Not only can this cut
a good three months off the time of public attack, but it saves making
emotionally difficult explanations if anything goes wrong.

Once the pregnancy is observable, it means curbing one’s natural
exuberance and limiting the conversation to saying how happy one is and
how fine one feels. (The version of the latter suitable for use by those being
sick all over the place is, “Oh, I’'m a little uncomfortable, but basically I'm
fine, thanks.”) Never mind that the answer “We’re so happy” does not
exactly address the question “was this intentional?” and that “I’m fine,
thanks” is an odd answer to “How come you’re so huge?” It is time to learn
that one does not have to explain everything—prenatal practice for saying,
“Because I say so, that’s why.”

Remarks about women’s breasts are as vulgar at this time as at any
other, and unsolicited appraisal of the fruitful body is no more adorable than
other such critiques. Patting the pregnant stomach is in the same category as
other bodily contact: Except for the prospective father, who has reason to
assume that his advances are acceptable, no one may be certain, without
inquiring, that physical attentions are welcome. Such people should be told
that you will be glad to let them hold the baby if they will be kind enough to
wait until it is born.

Naturally, carrying a baby about under one’s dress is an open invitation
for advice from everyone. If a lady does not want others to tell her how to
run her life, she should not be having a baby, because it is only a matter of a
few years before that baby will consider this one of his or her chief duties.



Proper Responses

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

When I was growing up, I was always taught that “Congratulations!”
was the proper response upon learning that a woman was pregnant. Even if
the mother-to-be was being forced by her family to marry the seventeen-
year-old father, one was supposed to rejoice with her in the creation of a
new life and utter disapproving remarks about modern morality well out of
her hearing. What I need to know, Miss Manners, is has this rule of polite
behavior changed?

I am twenty-nine and am more than five months pregnant. My husband
and I are looking forward with joy and excitement to the birth of our first
child. When casual acquaintances and colleagues at work learn of my
condition, however, their typical response is to open their eyes wide and
blink at me, saying “Oh!” or “Well!” After a few moments of awkward
silence, I feel compelled to assure them that yes, it was wanted and, of
course, planned. At this point, the startled listener has recovered enough to
mumble, “Well, good!” still staring in confusion and embarrassment.

What is the correct response upon learning that a woman is expecting a
child?

Have you any snappy comebacks which would serve to alert the other
person(s) that the situation suits me fine and I don’t wish to pursue its more
personal aspects casually? I tried telling one woman that my husband and I
were appalled by the high cost of meat and were growing our own, but this
just prolonged the blinking stage.

GENTLE READER:

First, congratulations. Miss Manners is very happy for you. She is also
puzzled to find that it is usually the same people who claim to have a
special interest in sex who are most horrified by its natural consequence.

Too bad for them. Miss Manners happens to believe that children are a
joy (if you have no descendants, how do you expect to have the pleasure of
being an ancestor?) but has no wish to force her views on others and is, in
fact, reassured by the idea that people who don’t want children often don’t
have them.

The best you can do at the moment is to alert people to the fact that you
consider it a matter for congratulation by saying “I’m so thrilled” when you



speak of your pregnancy. Soon you will be too busy to care.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What do you say to congratulate a friend on a pregnancy that you know
was an unwanted accident? A friend of mine who has three small children
had been planning to return to school as soon as her youngest was in school
himself. Now she is pregnant again. When she told me about it, she did not
look like the picture of a joyous young madonna, to say the least.
Apparently she is not considering abortion, but I can tell that she is
resentful. In fact, she kept saying to me things like, “We certainly didn’t
plan on this,” and “I can’t face doing diapers again.” Do I try to talk her into
being more accepting, or do I commiserate with her, or what?

GENTLE READER:

Contrary to the credo of this society, Miss Manners firmly believes that
there are certain honest, understandable, deeply felt emotions that ought
never to be expressed by anyone. First among them is that one does not
want a child one is going to have.

It is a sad fact of nature that such a statement, unlike other carelessly
confided remarks, will never be forgotten. One day, someone who heard it
will repeat it to the child, and it will poison whatever maternal devotion the
reluctant mother may have lavished from that moment on. Any sensitive
person can understand that it is possible for a good woman to feel negative
or ambivalent about being pregnant.

The best thing to do when someone has spoken the unspeakable is to
fail to hear it. The greatest kindness you can do your friend is to pretend
that you do not understand, or even catch, her feelings. When the baby is
born, treat it as a joyous event. By that time your friend’s feelings may have
come around to that view; if not, at least you will be expressing the
sentiments of a brand-new friend, who will be badly in need of someone to
share them.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have a sister who has told other siblings that she plans on being
artificially inseminated this year. I cannot think of anything polite to say
about this, as for a variety of reasons: I think my sister will make a horrible
parent. I do not want to give her the impression that I approve of her having



a child, but she is my sister and I don’t want to alienate her. What can I say
without being rude when she tells me she is pregnant?

GENTLE READER:
“Congratulations.”

Improper Responses

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I am happily pregnant with my first child. Until recently, people around
me have been blissfully (to me) unaware of my condition, and I heard
nothing but congratulations from those with whom I decided to share my
good news.

However, since I have begun to “show” the signs of pregnancy, I have
run into a certain group of people I will call the “Pregnancy Police.” These
people, whether I know them or not, have no qualms about coming up to
me and telling me I should not be drinking my coffee, eating my chocolate,
or enjoying my hot dog.

I am an educated and informed adult who has thoroughly researched all
of my pregnancy-related decisions, and am doing what I and my doctor
think is best for my unborn child. What can I say to these people that will
fall far short of how rude I secretly wish to be?

GENTLE READER:

Let’s skip ahead for a minute, to when your child is socially active. If
you catch him being rude and he points to his target and says, “She started
it,” are you going to reply, “Oh, in that case, go ahead”?

Granted, you had already decided not to be rude. Please forgive Miss
Manners for not being able to resist enforcing that point. So now let’s skip
ahead to where your child thinks he knows how to run the family better
than you do. This is not as far off as you might imagine. Some time
between the stage when you say, “I’m the mommy around here” and the one
where you realize he knows more about computer programming or tax law
than you do, you will learn to listen patiently, thank him for his suggestions
and go right ahead doing what you had already decided. You might as well
start developing this now.



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My sister has recently given birth to her fourth daughter. It’s no secret
that they were trying for a boy, and yet I know it hurts her when people
keep mentioning this fact when they come to visit the new baby. I mean,
she’s not going to send it back, so what’s the point?

GENTLE READER:

Indeed, but what was the point in her expressing her preferences
beforehand? Unless there is a throne to be filled, the official position of
prospective parents should always be that they don’t care which sex the
baby is. (The phrase “so long as it’s healthy” is an optional extra.) However
untrue this may be, there is nothing to be gained by stating the first choice.
Refusing to do so may discourage rude postnatal evaluations on the part of
others. It will also deprive the baby of a lifetime of attributing her every
discontentment to the idea that “I was supposed to be a boy.”

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I’ve just found out I am pregnant. Of course I’'m keeping my job and
I’m insulted by people who would presume to ask the question. Men don’t
get asked that question. In fact, my husband’s salary is roughly half of
mine, so if anyone were going to stay home, it would be him, not me.

How can I answer this very intrusive question?

I’d like people not to make the assumption that I would be the one
staying home. Even people who know me and our financial situation quite
well (like my sister) have asked this question. What can I say?

GENTLE READER:

You can say, “Yes, I’'m taking a short maternity leave and then I’ll be
back at work.”

Miss Manners considers herself alert to nosy questions and to
patronizing questions, but neither of these sounds an alarm. What would be
both nosy and patronizing would be if people assumed, as you seem to, that

spouses rate each other by earning power and the loser has to stay home
with the child.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



A very close couple of friends of my husband and myself just had a
baby boy. Their new baby has a rare birth defect, and is currently blind and
there is seemingly little hope that he will ever have vision. Do we still send
them a congratulatory card and buy a baby gift to celebrate his arrival? We
don’t want to send the wrong message, yet we do want to help them
celebrate the joy of their first child.

GENTLE READER:

Trying to imagine what “wrong message” it would possibly send to
congratulate your very close friends and give the baby a present has upset
Miss Manners dreadfully.

In spite of your acknowledgment that you should be rejoicing with
them, you seem to be suggesting that a baby with a birth defect somehow
doesn’t count, and that it might be tactful not to notice his birth.

This is a horrid thought, and Miss Manners urges you to banish it. Your
friends have a new baby. Tell them unreservedly that you are happy for
them, and go over there and say “kitchy-kitchy-koo” to him.



Showers

Clouds

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I’m in a quandary. I'm nearly seven months pregnant with my first
child, and my friends have not hinted at a baby shower. I’ve already bought
the basic furniture but wanted to shop earlier for other things as well.
Should I be asking my best friend about this?

Also, in the past I’d been invited to showers by relatives of the mothers-
to-be. Should I be inviting the people who invited me or the recipients to
whom I gave the gifts to? Me and my husband have a budget so we cannot
afford to invite everyone from the church that we attend!

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners’ response will help you with your budget. It is that you
cannot properly give yourself a shower, your relatives should not be doing
it either, nor should you be prodding your best friend to do so. Therefore,
you can take the money you were going to spend and use it to buy the rest
of the things you need for your baby. Then if anyone is planning to surprise
you, you will have no trouble acting surprised—and, Miss Manners hopes,
grateful.

Continuing Showers

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Does it really matter if a friend gives a baby shower for someone who is
having her second child? Isn’t a baby shower just a nice thing to do for a
friend? I find it hard to believe there could be a rule saying only the first
child receives a shower.

GENTLE READER:



So does Miss Manners, who was a second child. However, there is a
rule. If you will be patient while Miss Manners explains the reason for the
rule, Miss Manners will help you circumvent it.

A shower is held for the purpose of showering a novice (at marrying or
mothering) with the equipment she did not need in her previous state (of
spinsterhood or childlessness) but which is essential in the life she is about
to enter. That is why Miss Manners and her friends at college always gave
“lingerie showers” in those days, no nice girl needed pretty underwear
before marriage. This is also why showers are not needed for women
having their second, or eighth, babies. It is why members of the family are
not supposed to give showers when they could just equip the honoree
themselves and not ask her friends to do it.

However, it is a charming custom to entertain a lady who is about to do
something again, even though she has a good idea of what it is all about.
Miss Manners merely suggests you not call it a shower, and therefore get
around the rule, while also leaving the question of presents vague so that
the guest of honor is not trying the feelings of friends who attended earlier
showers.

Thunderstorms

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

You seem intolerant—and justifiably so—of nonsense masquerading as
correctness. But what about sexism and oppression disguised as polite
tradition? I’'m referring to wedding and baby showers. Do these traditions
not have considerable sexist and oppressive components? Are they not
designed to reinforce women who accept the roles society deems most
acceptable for women, rewarding them with vacuum cleaners, kitchen
utensils, and baby paraphernalia when they assume their rightful roles as
wives and mothers?

Are you sympathetic to such thinking? How should a person with such
views respond to an invitation to attend a shower? A simple “No, thank
you” seems too unfriendly or, worse, cheap. A political discussion is
probably counter-productive.

GENTLE READER:



Few of our social institutions can bear severe philosophical scrutiny.
Neither can using an invitation to participate in other people’s pleasures as
an opportunity for dampening them with one’s disapproval. It is not
impolite simply to decline an invitation that goes against your principles,
provided you do not explain that fact.

In the matter of showers, things are changing. Miss Manners can’t help
noticing that your signature indicates that you are a man, and pointing out
that a few years ago you would not have been invited to showers.
Presumably, the bridegroom or father will also be a guest of honor at such a
shower, and your present should be given to both husband and wife.
Vacuum cleaners and baby clothes are not, in themselves, sexist objects.
They become so when it is presumed that only the woman should put them
on the rug or the baby.

(For bridal showers, please see chapter 23.) DEAR MISS

MANNERS:

My unmarried niece gave birth to a little girl last month. Earlier in her
pregnancy, her family sent out invitations for a baby shower. Since she lives
several states away, I sent a monetary gift and received a lovely thank-you
note in return. I was later quite surprised to learn the baby was given up for
adoption. Is it appropriate to have a shower when the baby is to be given up
for adoption? If this was a last minute decision, should I not have been sent
a note of explanation? I do not wish my gift returned, I just feel as if I
should have been informed.

GENTLE READER:

As a matter of family news, Miss Manners agrees that you should have
been informed, but you seem to relate this courtesy to your contribution to
the shower. That is a mistake: The baby was born, you gave her a present
and you were graciously thanked. Now—could we not look too closely into
the question of whether there should have been a shower? The decision
about adopting might have been made subsequently, as you realize. But
even if not, perhaps your niece simply craved this small ritual and wanted
to send the child off with things from her family. Miss Manners is not able
to grudge her that.



Announcements

Vivid Announcements

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I received several emails (as one of over 50 on the address list of family,
friends, neighbors, and co-workers) during a friend’s admission to the
hospital and through her labor. I assume the expectant father had a laptop at
the hospital.

I read more details than I cared to know, and I about got ill when the
email regarding the mother’s delivery mentioned that she was doing well
but suffered a vaginal tear and episiotomy. Whatever happened to the long-
awaited phone call stating “It’s a boy”?

The baby and mother are home and doing well, and I am very happy for
them and their family and share in the excitement—but now we receive
weekly emails with pictures to be downloaded. This is a special time in
their lives, I know, but I think that the new parents might want to cool it.

I hope that people will think about what they are sharing with the world
before they punch the address book button and send personal information to
their entire list. Our mothers’ custom of sending out birth announcements
via snail mail was a nicer touch than these mass produced communications,
and I prefer getting an annual card with a picture of the kids instead of
weekly downloads. Am I just being too prudish and old-fashioned?

GENTLE READER:

Here’s what happened to “It’s a boy”: They already told you. Don’t you
remember, weeks ago, receiving an email with a prenatal picture pointing
out the telltale sign? While all of this is on a taste level with publicizing the
conception, Miss Manners trusts you have resisted the temptation to go
along with the idea of sharing symptoms by emailing back a picture of your
reaction.



Proper Birth Announcements

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Even though our baby’s due date is three months hence, we have begun
to inquire about birth announcements. (We may not need them if you reply
in the negative.) I have been informed that the proper announcement is as
follows:

Baby Newborn Couple
Birth date
Mr. and Mrs. Happy New Couple

These are separate cards, joined with a pink or blue ribbon, whichever is
appropriate.  Unfortunately, the company that engraves these
announcements takes four weeks. The only other company that does the
new “pseudo engraving” cannot guarantee quality. Secondly, engraving
costs four times what the other costs. We could have a single sheet of paper
pseudo-engraved with the words I previously wrote, and without the ribbon.
A company could have them in approximately two weeks.

32] Prirn.rust Path

M:. and M, G::uffrt*.}' Lockwood Perfect

The announcement of a birth, written on a married couple’s
engraved message card. (The card, which can also be made



with the woman’s name only from the same plate, may be used
for any informal note, invitation, reply to an informal
invitation or message accompanying flowers or a present.) Any
plain or marked writing paper is suitable for announcing a
birth, but in that case it must be written in the form of a letter.
(Most people include the baby’s birth weight; Mrs. Perfect
omitted it because she does not care to have the Perfects
judged by the pound. However, on some cards she included
such additional comments as “She has the Perfect expression

already!” or “Do come and see us at home next week.”)

I realize that perhaps we shouldn’t be having a baby if we have to ask
how much birth announcements cost. However, being a young couple,
money does enter into many of our decisions. Should we get as close to
propriety as we can afford, or do nothing?

GENTLE READER:

Do go ahead and have the baby. Miss Manners is fond of babies,
provided they don’t leak on visitors, and to help you along in this venture
will now save you a pile of money.

Order no announcements. The engraved baby announcement you
describe is, in Miss Manners’ opinion, a silly misuse of formality. The
rationale is that the tiny card with the baby’s name, attached to the parents’
card, is the little one’s “card,” in case it should decide to pay formal calls or
send flowers to hostesses. This is not only pretentious and expensive, but
impractical, because, as you point out, it arrives so much later than the
baby. A poor-quality substitute for it would be even sillier.

Nor is Miss Manners fond of informal, fill-in announcements which
strain to be cute and which include a line for the baby’s weight to show
whether you have produced something substantial.

The solution is simple, gracious and cheap. Take a box of pretty paper
to bed with you, and a roll of stamps. It is an agreeable and restful
occupation to write brief letters to your friends, informing them that you
have a new baby. Two lines are enough, and if you don’t feel up to it, make
the papa do it. The time involved is less than that for ordering or choosing



cards. Now take that money you were to have given to the engravers and
put it in a college fund for the baby.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I am expecting my first child, but I have been informed by a
knowledgeable acquaintance that because I am an unmarried woman, I
should not send out birth announcements when the baby arrives because, I
guess, my situation is too shameful to be broadcast to my friends and
family. Many of them already know, but perhaps they’ve been too kind to
say anything.

This acquaintance also let me know that women in my condition do not
get baby showers (really, I wasn’t expecting a shower—a relative with
small children has generously given me more baby things than I need).

I replied, “That’s very interesting. Thank you.”

I live in a liberal area, so my condition doesn’t seem all that exceptional
to me. Am I out of touch with the rest of the country’s mores? Have I
utterly disgraced myself? (I admit that part of me is looking for approval
here, but part of me genuinely wants to know, so I can start working on the
appropriate facial expressions.) May I send out birth announcements when
the baby arrives (it will be soon), or do I truly risk offending people with
my brazen unmarried-mother-ness? As a side question, more than one
person has commented on my future child’s “illegitimacy.” I have
responded with a joking “Hey, if anyone is illegitimate here, it’s me; let’s
not insult the baby!” Do you have a better response?

GENTLE READER:

As there are two parts of you, Miss Manners will address them
separately. One part might be happier about that than the other.

The purpose of birth announcements is to announce the birth. (That
needs to be said because there are those who believe that the purpose—
probably of the birth, as well as of the announcement—is to extract
presents.) So of course you should announce the birth to anyone you think
will be interested. Or perhaps to anyone you think will be not just
interested, but pleased.

That brings us to the part of you looking for approval. Don’t.

To do so is to acknowledge that others are invited to give their opinions
—and you have already answered your question about whether mores have



changed to the point that you can expect everyone’s opinion to be favorable.

What you should expect is tolerance, and you are quite right to be
insulted when you are the target of mean remarks. The reply to such is a
frosty “How kind of you to point that out.”

Announcing Requests

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Is it considered good taste to send birth announcements? I am expecting
my second child in June. I did not receive announcements from many of my
friends for their first child and very few for the second. Is an announcement
considered a request for a present?

GENTLE READER:

Only by the cynical, although Miss Manners realizes that this describes
most of the population. No announcement, whether it is for a first or second
child, first or second marriage or first or second attempt to be graduated,
requires the recipient to send more than congratulations (please see
“Presents,” which begins on chapter 29).

Failing to Announce

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I am sorely puzzled. This past season, four different couples I know all
produced their firstborn children. During the pregnancies, I asked at various
times how the mother was, etc. But in each case, once the baby was born,
no one bothered to let me know about the actual birth, and whether they had
a boy or girl. Have birth announcements vanished from our culture? Is it
proper to ask: “Did Marilyn finally have the baby?” I feel a bit put out at
the parents in question for not letting me know of their blessed event.

GENTLE READER:

What has vanished is the simple, guileless note telling people something
they might like to know. Why bring children into a world where no one
writes letters?



The best way to find out is to tell an expectant father, “Please put me on
your list of people to call when the baby is born.” Telephoning is considered
a new father’s first duty. You take the risk of his assuming that you are
awake when he is.

Otherwise, you can certainly ask, but do it kindly or you will some day
ask with that “put-out” tone in your voice and be told, “The baby was
stillborn.” Miss Manners has her reasons for objecting to heavy sarcasm.



Names

ACCORDING TO the law, you may change your name at will, provided
you do not do so with the intention of escaping justice. According to Miss
Manners, you may change your name at certain specified times, provided
you are merciful in judging those who have allowed the changes to escape
them.

The wise parent will bestow an adolescent nickname upon an infant and
a grown-up name upon a child. The tenderest of babies will soon sprout hair
in unlikely places, and the gangliest of teenagers will some day sprout some
unlikely desire for dignity. It is well to stay ahead in the nomenclature.

But ultimately, each person is responsible for fashioning his or her own
name. The first opportunity comes with entry into the educational system.
Anyone allowing himself to be announced at roll call in nursery school by
the nickname his parents fashioned from his own inability to pronounce his
name in infancy will be marked for life.

Daffodil Louise Perfect made the mistake, at the age of fourteen
months, of referring to herself as “Doopsie” instead of employing the
personal pronoun. Although her blood relatives will continue to call her this
until the day she dies, partly from fondness, partly from bad memory and
partly for the annoyance value, she had the sense to announce herself as
Daffodil when she first went to school.

Two years later, another Daffodil showed up in her school as a transfer
student, and Daffodil was told she had to be called Daffodil P., to
distinguish her from Daffodil R. Our Daffodil did not like this one bit, but it
opened to her a world of possibilities. At summer camp, she went for her
middle name, and told everyone she was called Louise. That fall, she
endeavored to get her old classmates to call her Lou, but, this not being as
natural a breaking point as was camp, it didn’t work. So she waited until she
moved from lower school to middle school, and successfully grafted her
new choice, becoming Daffodil-Lou.

Tiring of this as soon as it had taken, she tried to continue the evolution,
but was unable to budge her teachers or classmates. Fortunately, the school



tired of her at this time, and at boarding school she was able to effect a
complete break and persuade everyone that she should be called Samantha.

After a year at Miss Waffles’ School, she was sent home to complete
her education at Midtown Country Day School, where her uncle was a
benefactor, and there she began to style herself D. Louise. At the next
changing point, entry into college, she became known as D. L., until her
engagement, when she resumed the full dignity of Daffodil Louise. In
tender moments, her fiancé called her his Doopsie. When they were
divorced, she became Daffy, to her new friends.

You see here the possible, as well as the impossible, times that changes
may be made in given names. And that’s even without changing last names,
through marriage, divorce, hyphenation and the desire to depart from, or
return to, one’s point of ethnic origin.

The general rule is that a change of location or legal status is always
good for a fresh start, but that one cannot expect the same people to
acknowledge more than one change each in given name and surname (and
that many people will not be able to master even that). Grateful that her
mother has made the transition from her infant nickname to her baptismal
names and that her bridesmaids were able to memorize her married
surname, Daffy accepts as a natural accompaniment to life’s development
that her chum from seventh grade still writes her as Daffy-Lou. It is only
because of her own poor memory that she addresses this woman, now a
federal judge, as Poo-Poo instead of Prudence.

There is nothing wrong with children playing with their names,
provided that they clean up the mess when they are finished. Miss Manners
even recommends that parents give their children the proper equipment—
middle names, good combinations of initials, nicknames, names that have
alternate spellings—to use when the children inevitably decide that they can
no longer tolerate their childhood identities.

What Miss Manners objects to is grown-up people who continue to play
with their names and then are insulted when their friends can’t keep up with
the changes. Changing names around always has been an American habit,
but it’s getting worse. Take, for example, a typical American family of four
generations. The family’s American history began with a man who
Americanized his surname when he arrived and a woman whose last name
reflects a misspelling by an immigration officer. In the next generation,
there is a daughter who married three times, changing her name



successively to the full name of each husband, preceded only by “Mrs.” and
a son who is a movie star and was issued a completely new name when he
signed a studio contract. After that, there is a daughter who has a
hyphenated last name, consisting of her maiden name and her husband’s
last name. She is no longer married to him and has, in fact, married
someone else, but she must retain that hyphenated name because she has
made her professional reputation with it. Also in this generation is a son
who has had an attack of ethnic nostalgia and changed his name to that of
the family name in the old country. These people’s children are already
plotting to change their names because they have found that all the other
children in their respective homerooms share the same names their parents
thought were unique.

Miss Manners has decided, for the sake of order, to put some limits on
all this.

Here are the new rules:

Up to the age of seventeen, children are allowed free play with their
names. They are even allowed to change the names that end in y to i and
vice versa, which of course they always do anyway.

Upon leaving high school, they must each pick a permanent first name.
On beginning college or employment, they may tell everyone the new
name, pretending they have always had it, but they are not allowed to
chastise relations and childhood friends for using the old one.

When they either marry for the first time or settle on a first serious
career, they must pick a permanent last name. It is wise not to associate
these names with philosophies or spouses who are likely to prove fleeting,
because this is the surname they must keep. Miss Manners suggests sticking
to the original family surname—but in the female line. The basic family
unit has now become the mother and children of whom she has been
awarded custody, and it is simpler if they all have the same name and keep
it, no matter who happens to join them later. The system of the matriarchal
line worked fairly well in ancient societies, before women made the mistake
of telling men that they had any connection with the production of children.

Continuing Names

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



Will you please settle two burning issues that recently arose in our
family. The problems are as follows:

1. William Wellborn has a son, William Wellborn, Jr., who has a son
William Wellborn, III. Young William, wishing to ensure his son’s
inheritance, names the first of his 2.3 children William Wellborn, IV.
When William, Sr., passes on, how are the rest to be called? I believe
the American custom is that the oldest living person of that name is
William Wellborn, his son William, Jr., and so on. My interlocutor says
that William, IV stays William, IV, even if he is the oldest living
person of that name. I believe that the system of continuing Roman
numerals from generation to generation should be reserved for
reigning monarchs and that ordinal numbers are reserved for
marquesses and the like. Will you please settle this?

2. William Wellborn marries Miss Elizabeth Gotbucks. She is Mrs.
William Wellborn, and, upon his untimely death, so remains. If she
wises up and divorces him, she is Mrs. Gotbucks Wellborn until her
remarriage. When, if ever, is she Mrs. Elizabeth Wellborn? This is a
matter of curiosity, not politics.

GENTLE READER:

Politics always enters into problems of nomenclature, and being a
reigning monarch does not ensure a neat succession of Roman numerals.
Just when you think it is perfectly clear that you are William III, for
example, everyone starts calling you William and Mary.

In the examples you give of the proper names for non-reigning
Americans, you are absolutely correct. The oldest living William Wellborn
is numberless, and one starts counting junior, III, IV (or 3", 41 a form
Miss Manners prefers) and so on from there. You are also correct in your
intimation that no one is ever correctly styled “Mrs. Elizabeth Wellborn,”
come death, divorce or famine.

However, let us now consider the politics of the matter. The above rules
are correct. You know it and Miss Manners knows it. Popular opinion is
often against us nevertheless, and the populace has a great deal to say about
it, particularly when people are talking about their own names. Ask any
reigning monarch whether it is safe to disregard public opinion.



Many men consider that the word indicating their place in the family
line at birth is actually part of their full name; 4 gets used to being called
4™ and even if he is willing to become 3™ when great-grandpa dies, his
father doesn’t know what to do about his dear old widowed grandma, who
has all those cards engraved Mrs. Grandpa, only to be told that that title
now belongs to her daughter-in-law, the former Mrs. Jr., who never uses
cards anyway, and what a waste of good money that would be. Such people
may refuse to change, and you must respect their wishes, even if they start
producing Williams the 12t

Then there are the people who want to change when no change is
necessary, as in the case of a widow who has always used her husband’s
name. And then (things are never simple when you are dealing with popular
opinion) there are the people who, for a variety of reasons, dislike a
traditional form (such as Mrs. Gotbucks Wellborn for a divorcée) or a
useful modern form (such as Ms. Elizabeth Wellborn for a woman of
whatever marital status who wishes to use her own name—please seep. 56).
Such a person may insist on being addressed as Mrs. Elizabeth Wellborn,
whether you and Miss Manners like it or not.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My grandfather, Thomas, lost his first son, whom he named Thomas.
He named my father George after his bachelor brother who died at thirty. I
am also named George. Question: Is my son George, III, or is he
legitimately George, IV?

GENTLE READER:

If your father is alive and calls himself George II, your son is George
IV, God save him. (God save Miss Manners too, who has a wastebasket full
of sketches of your family tree.) However, commoners tend to get lopped
off the tree when they die. Your father could therefore be George, senior,
which would make you junior and your son III. If your father is dead, then
you are senior and your son is junior. In any case, George IV was

unquestionably legitimate, but the same unfortunately cannot be said of all
of his children.

Parents’ Names



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My husband and I have been married almost two years. For personal, as
well as professional, reasons, I didn’t change my name when we married.
We now have a child whose last name is a combination of my last name and
my husband’s, hyphenated.

My problem: Neither of our families fully approves of these
circumstances, and therefore call not only me, but also our son, by the
wrong name. How can I tactfully tell them I don’t want our child growing
up not knowing his or his mother’s correct name?

GENTLE READER:

The important thing is for your child to grow up knowing that, as we
live in confusing and changing times, and probably always will, it behooves
us all to be flexible and tolerant. Your families are admittedly being
inflexible, but this gives you the opportunity of setting an example of
tolerance. Miss Manners does not doubt that your son will find out his name
some time before he has to fill out his college entrance applications.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My twenty-year-old niece lives out of state and is doing the usual
twenty-year-old things, college and all that. Last week, I got a casual letter
from her mother, and, just as a mention, word that the niece is giving birth
soon and “Harvey” and niece are very happy.

I seem to have missed out on some in-between events, except I now
understand that Harvey is a forty-year-old divorced father of some others.
Niece and Harvey’s marital status is left hanging, but later news told me
that they had a boy, and used Harvey’s middle name and last name in the
baby’s name. My problem: I want to send a gift. Just looking at baby
clothes is a lot of fun. But how to address the package? I feel funny calling
my niece Mrs. Harvey Whatever. Miss sounds dumb for a new mother. And
Ms. doesn’t fit the bill, either. Help!

GENTLE READER:

Indeed, “Ms.” does exactly fit the bill, in Miss Manners’ opinion, as it
was designed to skip over the question of whether a woman is married,
which is apparently what you mean when describing your niece’s behavior
as “the usual twenty-year-old things...and all that.” However, if you don’t



like it, Miss Manners will not attempt to force it on you. Instead, she will
give you special dispensation to address the present to the baby himself,
since you have been supplied with his name. Ordinarily, Miss Manners
finds this rather too cute, but something tells her that your niece is not a
stickler for formalities.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

We are about to have our first child. I am fairly young, younger actually
than my wife, and I think it would be appropriate for our child to call us by
our first names. I had to call my father “Sir,” and it didn’t help the
relationship any.

My wife has no strong objection to this, although she sometimes says
she likes the thought of being somebody’s “Mommy.” We don’t have to
have matching titles, of course. She could be “Mommy” and I could be
“Frank.” But my in-laws have hit the ceiling. They maintain that it is bad
taste for a child to call his father by his first name. I would appreciate your
telling them that it is common enough these days to be considered proper.

GENTLE READER:

Indeed, a Mommy and Frank household is quite usual these days, but
there is generally a Daddy and Jessica household for the same child
somewhere else. Be prepared for people not so much thinking that you are
young, but that you arrived late on the scene.

First names for parents are in vogue from time to time, as people think
they sound sporty. Miss Manners has no violent objection to this on the
grounds of etiquette, although she can’t for the life of her see why a grown
person would want to seek the semblance of equality with an infant or an
adolescent, or, for that matter, an unruly middle-aged child.



Baptisms and Circumcisions

The Christening

THE CHRISTENING of newborn Christian babies is one of only two
social events that most people have in a lifetime in which they can be both
the undisputed center of attention and completely free from responsibility
for either the arrangements or their own behavior. The second such event
comes at the extreme other end of life.

The baby who is having a christening may cry and yell, turn purple in
the face or drop off to sleep in the middle of the festivities—actions we
have all been tempted to perform at other social events, but mustn’t—
without being disgraced.

The burden of behaving well thus falls on the parents, the godparents
and the guests. What the parents must do, in addition to producing the baby,
is to:

e Arrange with a clergyman the appropriate time and place for the
ceremony. A church christening usually takes place during the
church’s off hours, although some churches also include them in
Sunday services. A home christening, if permitted, requires that a
formal table be set up with a bowl, usually silver, to be used as a font.

e Send out informal invitations—that is, individual letters giving the
time, place and baby’s name and a sentence of urging, such as “We
hope you will be able to join us” or the information may be written on
the parents’ card—to relatives and close friends. This is not an
occasion for casual acquaintances.

e Give a small party afterward, such as a luncheon or tea party. Caudle, a
hot eggnog punch, and white cake iced with the baby’s initials or other
such fancies are traditional, but most people prefer champagne to a
heavy glug.

e Decorate the house in flowers and the baby in white. When the baby
wears the traditional elongated christening dress, the whole thing takes



on the charming look of a postscript to the wedding, or, as happens
nowadays, a precursor.

e Choose the godparents from among their extremely close friends,
whose general outlook on life they would not object to the baby’s
sharing.

The godparents’ duties are to:

e Hold the baby at the christening.

e Present it with a present of some permanence, such as one of the many
adorable silver objects of unknown utility on which names and the date
can be engraved.

e Act as second-string parents to the child, providing moral and religious
instruction, birthday and Christmas presents and asylum when the
child has had a teenaged quarrel with its parents.

The duties of guests are to:

e Put on dressy street clothes (no black for women) and attend the
ceremony and party.

e Declare convincingly that the baby, though alternately dozing noisily
and yelling itself purple, is perfectly beautiful.

The Bris, Naming Ceremony and Circumcision

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Can you tell us about the ritual of circumcision if our baby is a boy?
When my husband was born, it was just done at the hospital, but we would
like some celebration. Also, what about if it’s a girl? We are joining a local
synagogue, but I don’t want to start out by asking questions whose answers
the rabbi would expect us to know, and I also want to know about the rules
of etiquette for making this a social occasion that everyone will enjoy.

GENTLE READER:

Well, not everyone. The Berith Milah, or Bris, like all the great
ceremonies of life, is designed to be enjoyed by everyone except the guest
of honor.



The actual circumcision could be done at a hospital, but as traditionally
it must be performed on the eighth day after birth and as maternity wards no
longer encourage lengthy confinements, this is not a down-the-hall
convenience. One can return to the hospital and have the reception there, or,
as is customary, do both at home.

Miss Manners needn’t explain that this cannot be done for a girl. A
daughter is formally named at services on the Sabbath after her birth, and
you may give her a reception in the temple or at home afterward.

Since the baby will be your firstborn, a son may also have a Pidyon
Raben ceremony, in which he is dedicated to the service of God and then
redeemed by his parents. This, too, is followed by a reception. Only close
friends and relatives are invited, and usually just wine and cake are served.
This is to give your extended circle and the caterer time to prepare for the
child’s bar or bat mitzvah.

Age Requirement

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What is the proper age for baptism?

GENTLE READER:
It varies, depending on a variety of factors. For example, have you just
been born or were you born again?



Social Life Begins

The Proper Infant

SURELY WE are all agreed now that children cannot begin too young to
learn manners. Miss Manners does not any longer expect an argument.

There used to be parents who believed that a child should be allowed to
develop naturally, with no artificial standards of behavior imposed on his or
her innocent instincts, but we have all had a gander at the results of that. A
child who is able to express his true feelings without the restraints of
convention is a menace to society, and Miss Manners trusts that no one will
deliberately attempt to rear such a creature in the future.

That decided, when do we begin to torture the baby? The first formal
social occasion in a person’s life is generally the call that friends pay on
him and his mother when they return from the hospital. Friends of the
family customarily telephone as soon as they hear of the birth and ask when
they may be permitted to visit, a request that should not be refused. Recent
childbirth is no excuse for either participant to avoid social duties.

The round of visits to newly enlarged families can be charming if the
baby understands the rules. Some allowances are made for error on account
of the baby’s youth and inexperience, but an ambitious baby will not count
on excessive indulgence outside the immediate family. New parents can be
of great assistance in displaying the baby to his best advantage. This does
not include pretending to speak or write for the baby. Parents should never
issue birth announcements or write letters of thanks that pretend to be
coming directly from the baby; they should write in their own names on his
or her behalf. Speaking for someone else is a vile practice that the baby will
resent increasingly over the years.

One thing parents can do is to schedule visiting so that the baby’s less
attractive functions can be accomplished privately. Hours may be suggested
by parents so that the baby has a decent chance of freshening up between
onslaughts.

Unlike other members of the family, the newborn baby is permitted to
sleep while visitors are present, and even to have a meal without offering



whatever he is enjoying to everyone else. But he must be made to
understand his obligation: to allow visitors to satisfy their curiosity as to his
looks. For example, if he wishes to sleep on his stomach, he should turn his
head toward the room so that he presents a three-quarter view of his face.

A child who is less than a month old is not expected to produce social
smiles, but neither should he produce anything else with his mouth, such as
food or excessive noise. He should expect to be passed around to visitors
and should remember to bring some protective covering with him. Wetting
or otherwise inconveniencing well-wishers is not a good way to begin a
social career. He should never show a negative reaction to a compliment or
a present. Crying in response to an innocent remark or shifting one’s head
when a new bonnet is placed there are both bad form. A baby who receives,
say, a silver toothbrush with his initials on it, should never volunteer that he
has one already or that he has no teeth.

Parents who think of these visits as occasions for encouraging their
children to cater to the comforts of guests, rather than the other way around,
will be getting their children off to a good beginning.

The Beautiful Baby

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

You wrote about visiting newborn babies, but you didn’t say what the
visitor should say if the baby is a mess. I mean, really ugly. I have seen
some terrible looking babies, believe me. And there are the parents,
standing there, waiting for me to say something. I heard someone suggest
“My, that is a baby!” but that’s an old one, and I think the parents are on to
it. Can you suggest something for people who don’t want to lie and say the
baby is beautiful?

GENTLE READER:
It is not a lie. All babies and all brides are beautiful by definition. That
is a fact of nature.

The Beautiful Adopted Baby

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



We have recently adopted a beautiful baby boy, whose arrival we
happily announced, and many of our friends have sent him nice presents.
But most of them behave embarrassingly when they come to visit. Some of
them say, “Who does he look like?” and then stop short when they
remember he’s adopted. Others ask who his real parents are or make
remarks that suggest that it must be a deep mystery where he came from. As
a matter of fact, we know who his natural parents are, but we don’t want to
talk about them, and we find the term “real” insulting. Why do people
behave so strangely with an adopted baby?

GENTLE READER:

Actually, people behave strangely, in one way or another, about any new
baby, because there is so little to say about a person of such limited
experience. After “How long were you in labor?” and “I think he has your
eyes,” neither of which is really first-rate conversation, there isn’t much left
to say, which is why people are at a loss with an adopted baby. As the
standard comments are not much less dumb than the ones you are getting,
you might as well accept the verbal paucity of the situation and resolve not
to be offended. Telling people pleasantly that there are things you refuse to
discuss with them sets an excellent example for your baby.

The Anonymous Baby

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What do you do when you are talking to a friend who just had a baby,
and all of a sudden you cannot remember the child’s gender, let alone the
name?

I don’t mind admitting that I’ve forgotten a name so much, but you
can’t even ask “What’s his name?” without running the risk of being wrong
about the child’s gender. It’s possible to get around this by addressing the
baby and saying, “Well, what’s YOUR name?” but I find it a bit cutesy to
talk to an infant like that.

GENTLE READER:
All newborn babies are cutesy by definition, and therefore may be
correctly addressed as either “Sweetie Pie” or “Honey Bunch.”



Furthermore, they never leap out at you shouting, “I bet you don’t
remember who I am!” Miss Manners thinks it a shame that they so quickly
outgrow this polite restraint.

The Hungry Baby

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What is your opinion of women who nurse their babies in public?

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners is fully aware of what will follow her answer. Lactation
apparently stimulates the flow of ink in the pen, and nursing mothers emit
great cries about the naturalness and beauty of this function and therefore
its appropriateness under any circumstances. These cries tend to be louder
than the original cries of the babies.

Nevertheless, Miss Manners is against the public nursing of babies (or
anyone else). There seems to be a basic confusion here between what is
natural and/or beautiful, and what is appropriate in public. The two often
have very little to do with each other. When people carry on about their
right to perform perfectly natural functions in public, Miss Manners
suspects them of wanting to add interest to functions normally of interest
only to the participants, by performing them in unnatural settings.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I believe your opinion of breastfeeding in public was a bit simplistic in
that it failed to distinguish between nursing per se and exhibitionism, which
a minority of nursing mothers practice while they feed their babies. It is
hard to understand why you would oppose discreet public breastfeeding (it
can easily be done so discreetly that the only obvious sign of it is the
swallowing noise) any more than you would oppose bottle feeding in
public. I feel etiquette is rather poorly served by social pressure either to
bottle-feed (known to be nutritionally and medically inferior to
breastfeeding) or to remove oneself from society.

GENTLE READER:



Miss Manners knew, when she took up the subject of public breast-
feeding, that she was going to end up accused of depriving hungry infants
of warmth, love and sustenance. This was not her intention. Nor does
saying a thing is inappropriate in public constitute “social pressure” against
its being performed at all; if so, the human race would have ended some
time ago.

Exposing the female breast for any purpose other than getting a suntan
on southern French beaches is considered an exhibition, which is not to say
it should not be done when that is the intent. You are asking about mothers
whose intent is only to feed their babies. In that case, Miss Manners’ only
objection about doing it discreetly is the fear that babies don’t breathe well
under ladies’ sweaters.

The Soiled Baby

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My mother-in-law and I had always been friends until my baby was
born. It seems mom-in-law excels in giving advice, and though I appreciate
some helpful hints, I’m up to my diaper pins in hers.

I admit that she slowly needles me into feeling totally inadequate. (I
have a degree in child care.) Now, for the nitty-gritty. Is it proper to change
one’s baby in mixed company? I feel there is nothing wvulgar about
diapering; m-in-1 swiftly disagrees. In fact, she goes as far as snatching my
naked child away from me and rushing into an empty room to complete the
diapering. Isn’t this a bit perverted?

GENTLE READER:

Perverted? On the contrary, it is a normal instinct for a new grandparent
to needle a new mother, and just as normal an instinct for the new mother to
have to defend herself.

On the actual issue, Miss Manners must side with your mother-in-law,
unless the mixed company consists only of father and grandfather. You
would be surprised at how uncute people who are not closely related to the
baby think it is to watch a wet or soiled diaper being changed. This is
especially true since most babies take the opportunity to hit the fresh diaper
before it is even pinned.



In the larger problem, you are right. Degree or no, it is up to you to
decide how to rear your baby. The usual way is to thank the grandmother
for her advice but not follow it; but as this one seems to be a baby-snatcher,
perhaps you had better explain gently that you must learn to do the best you
can.

The Baby as Performer

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

People keep asking me if my infant son does things “yet.” “How come
he doesn’t sit up yet?” “Does he eat solids yet?” “Does he recognize you
yet?” “He doesn’t have much hair yet, does he?” Things like that. The
implication seems to be that he is behind what he ought to be doing at his
age, and I don’t like it. Why should he have to conform to their timetables?
Am I wrong to take offense?

GENTLE READER:

As it is difficult to ask a newborn baby if he has seen any good movies
lately, one does what one can in the way of conversation. You are free to
turn the conversation away from the baby. Miss Manners does not,
however, recommend doing so by asking visitors, “Is your daughter married
yet?” or “Have you found a new job yet?”

The Baby as Attractive Nuisance

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What can you do about people who make a fuss over your baby in a
public place, such as a bus or the supermarket? People will lean into the
baby’s face, talk baby talk, and grab her hand. First of all, that’s a good way
for a baby to get a cold, and anyway, it seems to me the baby is entitled to
as much privacy from people we don’t know as I am. Nobody tries to get
cute with me when I’m on a bus without the baby.

GENTLE READER:
In one sense, all babies are the property of the human race. In another
sense, it is the parents, rather than the human race, who stay up with them at



night when they have colds. If you accept restrained admiration gracefully,
you may ward off close contact with the placid remark, “I hope it’s not
something catching that Baby has.”



Social Life Resumes

Entertaining the Parents

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

It seems that all my friends are having babies these days. How soon
after the birth is it polite to ask them out? Should we allow them to bring
the baby with them?

We don’t have children, and are not sure we ever will, but we don’t
want to drift away from our friends who do. What adjustments should we
make for them in our social lives?

GENTLE READER:

The chief kindness is to remember that your friends now have children
and to try not to hold it against them. That is, you must appear to
sympathize with both their admiration for their babies and their difficulties
in parking them with responsible people so that they can get away from
them.

Of course, you have paid a visit to each newborn and expressed your
appreciation of its beauty; and of course, you will continue to include your
friends in your usual social activities, giving them time to make
arrangements for baby-sitters.

Allow Miss Manners to suggest some other social niceties: Soon after
the baby is born, before the mother is prepared to go out, you might invite
the new parents to a dinner in their own home. You cook, you serve—on
trays, if necessary—and you clean up. This can be counted as a baby
present.

If you have several friends with new babies, you might give a party at
which you provide a baby-sitter. Each couple brings its baby and turns it
over to your sitter, in a part of your house as remote from the festivities as
possible.

Schedule interruptible social events to which your friends may bring
their babies. A relaxed Sunday teatime, for example, isn’t marred if a parent



has to get up at feeding or crying time, but a seated dinner is.

Entertaining the Family

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Pamela and I have been best friends all our lives, and I hope always will
be. We survived lots of squabbles when we were little kids, living two
blocks from each other, and a big problem when she left college, where we
shared a room, to marry a boy I didn’t then like. Now he’s a best friend of
mine, too, and was the main one who helped me two years ago, when my
father died. One problem I had at their house has now been solved—they
used always to be urging me to get married, and if I brought a boyfriend
there, they would go into this newlywed happiness act, holding hands, etc.,
to give the boy the idea, and I had to stop taking anyone there who might
scare easily. I say that’s solved now, because I am getting married, and
there’s no reason that the four of us can’t be best friends, as my fiancé likes
them very much.

Now we have a new, similar problem. Pamela and Richie have a four-
month-old baby. We have great times when they get a babysitter and we all
go out together, but that’s all there is to the friendship anymore. If I go over
to the house during the day, Pamela is always too busy to talk to me, even if
the baby is asleep. If I go there in the evening, with or without my fiancé,
they make the baby the center of attention, and then they do a new act—
about how wonderful it is to be parents and how we ought to have lots of
babies. We’re not even married yet, and anyway, I’m not sure I ever want to
have children. Not if it dominates my life like it does theirs.

Are Pam and Richie always going to be one step ahead like that?
Should we forget about them and find friends who share our interests now?

GENTLE READER:

1. Yes. 2. No.

Indeed, the great milestones of life, such as marriage and parenthood,
are fascinating to those who are in them and less so to those who are not. It
is interesting that Richie was of particular comfort to you during another,
less attractive, such time; perhaps he had known what it was, before you



did, to lose a parent, as he has known before you the joys of marriage and
parenthood.

This time difference will sometimes be an annoyance to you, and
sometimes an advantage. Are we to have only temporary friends whose
experiences happen, at the moment, to match ours? Miss Manners
sometimes fears that we live in a society where friends, and even spouses,
are supposed to be relevant, like college courses in the 1960s, or else
discarded.

Her suggestion to you is to make a new friend—of that baby. If you do
have children of your own, you will find the experience useful, and if you
don’t, you may be especially grateful some day to have a friend in a
generation younger than your own. One should not wait to begin such a
friendship until the child reaches whatever stage of development you now
consider interesting. If you begin to enjoy that child now, either while the
mother is there or, giving the mother a chance to get away, by yourself or
just with you and your fiancé, you will enrich your friendship with her
parents and probably develop a new lifelong friend.

Parking the Children

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I can handle my social life fine—the part when I’m out, that is. It’s
before I go out and after I come home that the etiquette problems occur.
With the baby-sitter. I’ve had them ranging in age from twelve to eighty-
two, and the problems range from the one I found asleep in our bed with a
friend (and this wasn’t one of the teenagers, either) to the one who
rearranged everything in the kitchen cabinets. I’ve been told to provide
special foods, transportation to and from their homes, and a new television
set because ours doesn’t get enough channels. Over one thing or another,
most of them have gone away mad, including two who were the children of
friends of mine, or rather, ex-friends. Could you please tell me what the
proper behavior is toward baby-sitters, not forgetting to include the correct
thing to say when you come home and find comparative strangers making
love in your bed.

GENTLE READER:



There is no use deciding what the correct thing would be to say under
those circumstances, because you will undoubtedly say anyway, “Hey—
what are you doing?” This isn’t even a sensible question, because it is
perfectly obvious what they are doing, but it is always asked on such an
occasion.

As for the rest of it, you can minimize the problems by spelling out
beforehand what the working conditions are. Baby-sitters should not be
expected to do housework, other than cleaning up after themselves, unless
there is extra compensation, but they should not be able to use your house
as a free motel either. The employer is generally expected to provide
transportation and some food; the employee to enjoy some mild
amusement, such as watching television, after the children have been put to
bed. You might spell out your resources and expectations when you provide
the standard information, such as feeding and disciplining instructions,
emergency numbers, your whereabouts and the hour of your return. “I don’t
feel that this is a job that allows you to entertain others during working
hours” is the way you phrase the rule about not messing up your sheets.

Parking Fees

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I am divorced with three small children, ages two through eight years.
When I go out on dates, I am usually stuck with paying the baby-sitting bill.

Is it proper for the man to offer to pay for the sitter? After all, I would
not be out this money if it were not for going out on the date. All my dates
are far more well off than I am financially. Having three children and being
single, I am on a very fixed budget. Sometimes I have to turn down dates
because I cannot afford to pay the sitter.

Is it proper to let the person know you cannot go out with him unless he
volunteers to pay for the baby-sitting? I have talked with a lot of other
women in my same situation. Please let us know what is the best way to
handle this problem.

GENTLE READER:

Please do not think Miss Manners unsympathetic to single mothers with
financial problems. Nevertheless, she must tell you that the sort of thinking



that begins with “After all, I would not be out this money if it were not
for...” can lead to no good.

You would also possibly not be out the money for the dress you wore;
and you are missing any money you could be earning by working that
evening. However, you have transferred your food and entertainment costs
to someone else.

Do you see how detestable that type of calculation is? However, Miss
Manners wouldn’t dream of leaving you the poorer for being proper. She
has a suggestion. Get together with all those other women in the same
plight, and take turns baby-sitting for one another free.



3. Basic Civilization




Concerning Children

MANNERS TOWARD CHILDREN
Adults vs. Children

HATING CHILDREN did not used to be a respectable option. Perhaps as
many people always did as seem to now, but they had to satisfy themselves
with smiling weakly and saying, “Oh, I’m afraid I’'m no good with
children” and “Don’t you want to go outside and play?”

Anyone who so much as called out “Scat!” was suspected of being
crazy. Making a big deal of an occasional baseball through the window or a
habitual shortcut through the flowerbed marked one as a crank. How could
anyone seriously condemn the generation that represented the future and the
hope of civilization?

Wait—Miss Manners suspects that might account for the animosity
right there. Several decades of being told that everything that everybody
else wants to make you do or to prevent you from doing has the compelling
moral motivation of being for the sake of our children and their children—
that alone is enough to make people weary of the righteous little folks.

In any case, there is no more free ride, kids. People are stating outright
their dislike of children and their unwillingness to be anywhere in their
vicinity. In general desirability, a child-free environment is considered
somewhere between smoke-free and germ-free.

Miss Manners finds this ugly, and would like to remove child-bashing
once more from positions that can be safely uttered in public. Never mind
that hope-of-the-future business. She thought we were past permitting
whole categories of people to be insulted for the sake of efficiency. The old
days of getting away with doing this by gender, race, nationality and such
are thankfully gone, and legitimate insults are supposed to target
individuals.

That did not exactly come out right, Miss Manners fears. She is not in
the business of drumming up one-on-one meanness; people seem to manage
that quite nicely without her. What she is trying to say is that airing
prejudice should be socially unacceptable. If it is wrong to make cracks



about the elderly, and an aging population is working hard on that, then it
should be wrong to make cracks about the young.

People are people, and one can’t like them all, but surely age should not
be the disqualifying characteristic. It strikes Miss Manners as equally
undiscriminating, although not as rude, to declare that one simply adores
children. It reminds her of those dreadful sorts who used to go around
announcing “I’m a people person,” as though one had another choice.

She recognizes one exception to the ban on group reactions, however.
To dislike the rude is a sensible position personally, and to join in social
condemnation of the rude is a favor to society.

That is what is behind open season on children, she suspects. There
seems to be a high number of rude children around, courtesy of parents who
ignore their children and of parents who ignore everyone else’s needs on
behalf of their children. It is all right to come out and state a dislike of rude
children. And it is even better to do the same in regard to rude parents.

Children vs. Children

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My sons are 8 and 4. My dilemma with teaching my children politeness
has been teaching them when it is ok not to be polite.

My husband and I were both raised to be extremely polite. Because of
this, it took us years to “stand up for ourselves” and learn to be assertive. I
am an adjunct professor with a background in counseling school children
and my concerns are twofold: It is the meek and mild mannered, polite
children that often get bullied. The same children are often at risk for being
victimized by adults.

It is very difficult to teach your children to be polite yet not allow
themselves to be violated. Teaching children to protect themselves is a
challenge when I have to overcome my mindset that children should be
taught only respect and politeness.

GENTLE READER:
Okay not to be polite? Quick! Where are Miss Manners’ smelling salts?
Your mistake is in positing a choice between being polite and put upon,
or being impolite and assertive. If those were true alternatives, perhaps even



Miss Manners would grudgingly admit that it might be better to rear rude
bullies than pathetic patsies. You would save on bandages, although perhaps
not, in the long run, on bail.

Fortunately, such is not the case. If etiquette demanded that its
adherents surrender their interests, always yielding to the rude, they would
have been Darwin’d out of existence long ago. Nor is rudeness an effective
form of self-defense. It only inspires more rudeness, and still, the bigger
child wins.

The only known protection against bullying that children can muster is
the polite but devastating weapon of feigned indifference. It is no fun to
pick on people without getting visible results. Miss Manners does not
pretend this is a cure-all for bullying, which can be serious enough to
require adult interference. Even then, however, the technique of aloofness
will serve your child against those accusations of tattling that restart the
horrid cycle.

Parents vs. Children

A well-bred person always takes the side of the weak against the strong,
but nevertheless Miss Manners has promised to say something on behalf of
children against their parents. Namely: Rudeness to children counts as
rudeness. The fact that people are smaller and blood relatives does not mean
that it is open season on insulting them.

Besides, it teaches them the technique and thus leads to such tedious
exchanges as “Don’t you dare talk to Mommy like that,” “But that’s what
you said to me,” “That’s different,” “Why is it different?” and so on. What
makes it different is that when children do it, parents call it “sassing,” and
when parents do it, parents call it “discipline.”

Heaven knows that Miss Manners is not against the disciplining of
children. We are all born charming, frank and spontaneous and must be
civilized before we are fit to participate in society. In a fit of exasperation,
Miss Manners once demanded of a six-year-old person how it could be so
childish and was forced to admit the justice of its reply, “I'm a child.”
Admission of this state is a temporary excuse at best, and one that one’s
loved ones should help one to overcome. However, humiliation is neither a
proper nor an effective method of disciplining children. Personal insults and
public rebukes should be avoided.



The Look

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Once my son was really acting up at a birthday party and he wouldn’t
listen to me, so I yelled for him to stop his behavior. Everyone got very
quiet and stared at us.

My husband pointed out that I can correct him quietly—that everyone
has a child that misbehaves every once in a while. I have since learned to do
it subtly.

GENTLE READER:

And a very good lesson that is. In contrast, the lesson that you can get
results through yelling and public humiliation, if only you are big enough,
is one that Miss Manners sincerely hopes you do not care to teach.

You are in dire need of The Look, a code that parent and child
understand but outsiders do not (similar to the pleasant expression you or
your husband direct at each other at parties, meaning “I want to go home!
Now!”). It consists of a tight little smile, in which the mouth curves upward
but the eyes are fixed on the child with a decidedly unhumorous intensity.
You may need to practice, but Miss Manners assures you that it is worth the
effort. Done properly, it freezes an errant child in his tracks and dampens
his desire for defiance with the dread of what is to come.

One also needs a way of staring brightly at the child that prompts him to
search his mind for the phrase, such as “How do you do?” or “Thank you”
or “I’m sorry I broke your lamp,” that he has neglected to utter. This look is
more pointed, and enables the parent to stop the child from whatever he is
doing wrong, while alerting others that he is not getting away with it (just
enough to prevent them from doing it too); and then to continue with the
planned activity, reserving punishment for the first private opportunity.

The Double Insult

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
My father always criticizes me when my little sister does something
wrong. I don’t mean he blames me for what she has done, but he says things



like “Why are you two always breaking things?” or “Children—stop that
this instant.”

But I wasn’t doing anything wrong! It’s so unfair! Don’t you think it’s
insulting to do that to a person who wasn’t at fault?

GENTLE READER:

Yes, but it’s an interesting category of insult, which may be taken as
offhandedly as it is given. What your father is administering is known as the
Double Insult.

Technically, only one insult has been delivered—to you—because what
your sister has received is a reprimand. The trick is to include in one’s
remark as many innocent people as possible. If your father were more
advanced in this specialty, he might say, for instance, “You children are
always so clumsy, just like your mother.” Presuming that you and your
mother were both minding your own business when the act that set him off
was committed, he will have gotten two extra people for the price of one.
Or he could say “like your mother’s side of the family,” which would, with
four extra words, extend the insult to countless numbers of other people,
depending on how many generations you consider this to include. Or he
could say “your generation” instead of “you children,” thus including
people who aren’t even related to him. As you see, it is a great art, and your
father is practicing only a mild version of it.

Relatives vs. Children

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have a 13 year old daughter who I believe is well mannered and well
behaved. Many people have complimented me for this. When I go to family
affairs, it seems to me that the children—especially the boys of my brother,
sister and cousins—are a little wild. I believe that my siblings think that it is
OK or even cute.

I feel it is semi-important for extended families to get together and get
to know one another; but is it acceptable for me to comment to my sister,
brother, cousins (and their spouses) that the behavior of their children is
other than what I really want my daughter to be associated with? It



wouldn’t be that big of a deal, except that they routinely ask me if my
daughter can spend a week with them during summer vacation.

GENTLE READER:

Criticizing other people’s child-rearing methods, or the absence of
them, is rude. If you do this, your brother, sister and cousins might consider
you the sort of person with whom they don’t want their children to be
associated.

Unless by “a little wild” you mean physically or morally dangerous,
Miss Manners would advise your sending your daughter off on that visit.
She might learn some important manners lessons you have failed to teach
her: that some people have higher standards than others, that she should
practice good behavior whether others do or not, and that relatives should
be cherished, in spite of their shortcomings.

But if you really want to improve the cousins’ behavior, you might
arrange occasions to consort with them individually so that they, too, could
observe other standards. You could invite one to your house and gently
explain the “rules of the house” when she or he exhibits poor manners.
Invite one out for a treat, such as lunch in a restaurant, and insist on proper
behavior. The privilege of individual attention from an adult other than a
parent should be enough to compensate for the expectation of manners.

Meanwhile, you may want to keep them from knocking your drink into
your lap while you are attending obligatory family dinners. Assuming these
children are not bigger than you are, grab an offending child by the arm and
say, with a firm voice and hypocritical smile, “I think you’d better stop that
—you might get hurt.” It helps if you have a tight grip on the arm while
saying this.

Neighbors vs. Children

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
I live in a townhome development. My neighbors consist largely of
five-years-removed-from-the-trailer white trash, and Title 8 welfare

trustees, both of whom basically let their packs of darling offspring run
wild.



They and their darling offspring seem to have firmly bought into the
notion that it isn’t really vandalism/theft if you destroy/steal the property of
someone you perceive as better-off than you.

As a result, I have recently installed a video surveillance system outside
my unit, to catch them in the act of tearing up and stealing my flowers, bird
feeders, etc.

My etiquette question is this: Should I alert their parents to the video
tapes I’ve made of their actions first, or should I just turn the tapes directly
over to the police, and let the police deal with them?

GENTLE READER:

Without condoning vandalism, Miss Manners is suspicious of anyone
who uses the word “darling” to refer to other people’s children. Oddly
enough, it is only child-haters who refer to the young as “the little darlings.”

If you have already voiced your complaint to the parents and they have
refused to do anything, Miss Manners has no quarrel with your taking the
next step to protect yourself. But yes, she thinks you should inform the
parents that you are turning over evidence to the police, and furthermore,
you should do so in a tone of regret that you are forced to take such a
measure.

There is a practical, as well as a courteous, reason for doing this. The
police may come in and help you by issuing warnings (just a guess, but they
are not likely to jail children for picking flowers), but after they leave you
will still have to live near these people. So it would be a good idea to drop
the offensive terms you used about them as well.

Hosts vs. Children

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I don’t allow bad language in my house, and I believe my children have
learned our standards enough not to say those words elsewhere either,
although I know that most people do. Last night, my son’s friend, who was
having dinner with us, said a four letter word at the table. It slipped very
casually into the conversation, but I was stunned. Too stunned, I’'m afraid,
to say anything. And yet when I thought about it afterwards, I felt as if I had



set a bad example to my children in permitting another child to do what I
would not let them do. How should I have handled this?

GENTLE READER:

Exactly as you did—by looking stunned but saying nothing. It is one
thing to teach children to behave better than the rest of the world, and quite
another to teach them to teach the rest of the world. If you make their task
that heavy, they are likely to abandon it.

Strangers vs. Children

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I am tired of being treated like a child. My father says it’s because I am
a child—I am twelve-and-a-half years old—but it still isn’t fair. If I go into
a store to buy something, nobody pays any attention to me, or if they do, it’s
to say, “Leave that alone,” “Don’t touch that,” although I haven’t done
anything. My money is as good as anybody’s, but because I am younger,
they feel they can be mean to me. It happens to me at home, too. My
mother’s friend who comes over after dinner sometimes, who doesn’t have
any children of her own and doesn’t know what’s what, likes to say to me,
“Shouldn’t you be in bed by now, dear?” when she doesn’t even know what
my bedtime is supposed to be. Is there any way I can make these people
stop?

GENTLE READER:
Growing up is the best revenge.

MANNERS FOR CHILDREN

Toward Other Children
What a pity it is that most children have become too hardened by life to
be capable of imagining what it is like to be a grown-up. The wonder and
the innocence with which parents regard the early years of schooling is
something that children are simply unable to understand.
The harsh truth is that there is no more hostile and humiliating social
environment than grades K through eight. There is no ambiguity in the



insults; descending the scale of popularity is not like stepping on a down
escalator but rather like stepping into an empty elevator shaft; and there is
no escape, either, into new circles or old philosophy.

Yet parents, bless their hearts, see it as a rosy time of laughter and
irresponsibility. That is why the most loving of them will pooh-pooh the
announcement of a social stomachache—the child’s equivalent of the social
headache—or cut off a story of full-scale social warfare with, “Oh, I’'m sure
it’ll all be forgotten by tomorrow and you’ll be as good friends as ever.”
There is charm to this naiveté, and the thoughtful child will take care to
preserve parental illusions. Let those dear people be, in their own happy
world, and come and listen to some tough social truths from your own Miss
Manners.

You have heard, perhaps, of such advantages as beauty, brains, wealth
or charm. Forget them. It may be accepted, in your class, that this person is
“pretty” and that one “smart” it may be known that one has a big allowance
and another is always nice enough to share. In this age group, none of these
characteristics has anything to do with popularity, and often they have
nothing to do with the people who are supposed to have them.

The child who is thought good-looking is merely one (often a plain one)
who is smart enough to make people think so. The one with a reputation for
being smart is dumb enough to think that if he or she cultivates the teacher,
class favor will result. Those who flash money or press their possessions on
others are taken for suckers.

The only social skill worth having in this unpleasant milieu is the ability
to appear indifferent to the opinions of others, neither seeking their love nor
noticing their scorn. Those who can manage this will be rewarded with
popularity, and those who seem anxious to possess popularity will be either
slaves or outcasts, the toadies or the victims of those who have it. Popular
children often behave badly because, as we know, power corrupts. But
those who commit the sin of wanting to be popular usually behave
scandalously, competing in their cruelties to one another for the favor of
those above.

Miss Manners begs you, whatever your rank, not to indulge in the
practice of taunting or maligning others. She would not dream of appealing
to your moral sense with this plea, but advances it on strictly practical
grounds. Excessive meanness, like excessive generosity, is correctly
interpreted by children as anxiety to please, which they consider the



greatest of social crimes. It is also a terrible gamble. The cards are shuffled
every summer in this age group, with many people smartening up over the
holidays through new experiences or having read Miss Manners. The
person it was safe to taunt last year may be the ruling power this year.

Calm, cheerful, pleasant, unruffled indifference, no matter how severe
the provocation, is your only hope of achieving popularity. Even if you fail,
you will be loved later in life by those to whom you recount your brave
attempts. Confessing to having been a bully is worth nothing in the tame
adult world.

Learning Compassion

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

The mother of a boy in my class is a friend of my mother’s. This boy is
also a creep and no one likes him. My mother wanted me to invite him to
my birthday party, but I told her it would spoil everything, and she said it
was my birthday, so I didn’t have to, but I did have to be nice to him in
some way. So I offered to show him my report card if he would show me
his, but he ran away and told his mother I was mean to him and she told my
mother. Now I’m in trouble. Do you believe me that I was being friendly, or
do you think I was being mean, or what?

GENTLE READER:

Or what. Miss Manners hopes you are in sufficient trouble now so that
you will not grow up to offer to compare paychecks with people you
believe to be earning less than you.

Learning Wariness

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I told my closest friend a deep dark secret that I didn’t want anyone else
in the world to know, and she went around blabbing it to everyone. Don’t
you think that’s disgusting and wrong? I don’t feel I can trust anybody now.

GENTLE READER:



One can never learn to trust others until one has learned to trust oneself.
Who blabbed first, you or she?

Toward Grown-Ups

A well-behaved grown-up is a credit and a joy to his or her child. It
distresses Miss Manners to see so many children carelessly trampling on
their grown-ups’ tender feelings when a little courtesy and attention would
transform sullen and edgy adults into cheerful and cooperative parents.

The sensitive child will notice that grown-ups worry endlessly about the
judgment of their peers and can be thrown into agonies of embarrassment
by trivial transgressions of conventionality. It does not take much effort to
cater to these little prejudices, and the returns, emotional and otherwise, are
enormous.

Adults are full of secrets. They find it humiliating to have people know
the most basic, and often the most obvious, facts about themselves. A child
is expected to reveal his age and grade level whenever asked, and he is
constantly asked. But adult society pretends to make a mystery of such
things as age and income, and the polite child will respect this, no matter
what he thinks of it. He will steadfastly claim ignorance of what birthday a
parent just celebrated, what was paid for the house and what was said at the
dinner table discussion of who is getting ahead of whom at the office.

Loyalty also demands that the child suppress any knowledge of
behavior that makes his parents look bad. Cute stories about their squabbles
and their party behavior should not be repeated outside the family, no
matter how amusing. On the contrary, the child has an obligation to defend
his family against any disparagement, no matter how justified he believes it
to be. To know, better than anyone, how impossible your relatives are, and
to be ready to kill the outsider who suggests such a thing, is the essence of
family chivalry.

Respect must be shown to the grown-ups’ peculiar ideas of what is
proper and what improper in matters of dress and behavior. The intelligent
child knows that such customs are not questions of right and wrong but of
transitory group standards, and he is able to master more than one standard.
To dress as your parents prefer when going out with them or appearing
before their friends should entitle one to adopt the fashions of one’s
contemporaries when one is among them. Observing their social rituals,



including pretending to be interested in their friends, is extremely
important. The child who greets his parents’ guests, engages in small talk
with them and excuses himself politely when he can bear no more of their
silliness has earned the right to have his own friends made appropriately
welcome.

None of this is difficult to perform, although it requires some patience
to make parents understand that courtesy is reciprocal. In the end, a parent
who is continually exposed to high standards of politeness and
consideration cannot fail to be the better for it.

Challenging Authority

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I am currently working on a research paper, on the parental right to
censor music. My question for you is, Should a parent censor or monitor
their children’s listening habits? And if so, how should they go about doing
so?

GENTLE READER:

Such a harsh word—*“censor.” All freedom-loving people, even small
ones, bristle when they hear it and rise to protect their liberties from those
who would usurp them under the guise of benign paternalism.

But wait. Isn’t benign paternalism what parents are supposed to
provide? What else are they there for, besides providing the wherewithal to
purchase disgusting music?

Miss Manners realizes that parents cannot hope to protect their children
for long against outside influences, however nasty. The protection they can
provide them is to teach them that there are other, higher standards, and that
they subscribe to these and expect their children to do so.

Are the children actually going to do so? Of course not. But the parents
can make rules against buying and bringing into the house what they
consider to be vulgar or otherwise objectionable. They can also use the
issue to discuss why they feel the way they do, thus making their resentful
children aware that there are people—including people they love and
respect in spite of their differences in taste—who maintain their own
standards instead of succumbing to whatever is out there.



Will their rules and arguments be challenged, ridiculed and broken? Of
course. That is why parents do need to do some reasonable monitoring.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What is the proper dress for school?

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners knows a loaded question when she sees one. You have
already heard what your parents consider to be proper dress for school. You
have already heard what the school considers proper dress. And you have
seen what your most daring classmates consider proper dress.

Miss Manners is sorry to inform you that proper school dress is what
your parents and teachers deem proper dress, modified by whatever you can
manage to do to it that they fail to notice.

Challenging Patience

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I didn’t realize I hadn’t taught my kids properly until one night they
were wiping their faces on their sleeves! We have seven children, ages 2—
15, and dinner is frequently on the way to ball games, etc. How can they
learn to put their napkin in their laps when we aren’t around the table
enough?

So, though the off season is brief, I have made a point not only to make
sure they have napkins in their laps, but also to require help with setting the
table, so they’ll know how. I also use this time to teach, “Please pass the
salt” because I’ve noticed they will reach over their sibs or just say, “Give
me the salt.”

Smacking has also reared its ugly head, and I’'m quick to correct them,
no matter if we’re in the car or around the table.

Sometimes I really consider sending them to manners class, which I’ve
noticed is offered through continuing ed. at the local university. I am really
considering it this coming summer, but at the same time I am almost
embarrassed it has come to needing a manners class. I’m just afraid I will
forget to teach them something.



GENTLE READER:

Your children are already enrolled in a manners curriculum, and even
the eldest is far from finished. Packing them off to reform school because of
a few flubs strikes Miss Manners as rather harsh.

Nor would it turn them into instant ladies and gentlemen, relieving you
of that great maternal burden of nagging. A quickie course might
familiarize them with a few surface rules, but even those you would still
have to keep reinforcing, and there are bound to be others a mere summer
course would miss.

That part of etiquette that has to be learned by rote, such as table
manners, requires years of practice. The part that requires judgment, such as
how to square your own wishes with the consideration due others, requires
endless discussions and examples. It’s called child-rearing.

You have associated your discouragement with not holding the most
important class—family dinner—often enough. This suggests that your
children need fewer outside commitments, not more.

(For the behavior of children in a divorce, please see chapter 41.)

Conversation

The idea that children should be heard, as well as seen, has been abroad
in the land for some time now, and just look at the place. Miss Manners
believes that civilized society as we know it will come to an end on the day
the present fourth-graders are let loose upon the world.

If the wise adage needed amendment, it might be added that some
children should never be seen either. Most, however, merely need to be
taught to listen. Miss Manners has noticed many well-meaning parents
doing their children a disservice by encouraging them to express
themselves, particularly when the adults are trying to talk. It would be more
in the children’s interest if they were encouraged to listen to adult
conversation. They might pick up something they can use against their
elders later.

The current school of child-rearing is based on two mistaken notions:
that children are naturally good and that they are naturally creative. If
children are naturally good, why do they teach themselves to walk by
holding on to the edge of the dining room tablecloth? If they are naturally
creative, why do they all draw alike?



Miss Manners is not, however, advocating switching to suppressing
rudely the spontaneity of little children. It can be done politely. (Miss
Manners is a non-allied power in the war of the generations and also attacks
adults who are rude to children.) Rather than zipping up their wee mouths,
Miss Manners suggests that adults stun babbling children into silence by
asking them nicely to explain what they mean. If they are being truly
natural and creative, they have neglected to figure out this point. One hopes
that the more promising ones may therefore be shocked enough by this
question to rummage around in their minds, sort out the mess and endeavor
to express themselves with clarity and supporting evidence. This should not
only make it possible for the adults to hear themselves think, but for the
children to be forced to think. As a by-product, we may get some creative
adults from these children. Haven’t you noticed that all artistic people brag
about having been suppressed as children?

Conversation Stoppers

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I would like to share with you some comments made to my tall and
lovely thirteen-year-old daughter—comments made by well-bred, usually
courteous adults: “Good grief! You’re so tall for your age!”

“You’ve grown so much since I saw you three weeks ago!”

“How on earth does your family keep you in clothes?”

Never do these adults consider their negative remarks about another’s
physical appearance to be the least bit rude. But how would these same
individuals like to hear some of the following remarks about their physical
appearance: “What’s left of your hair is getting so gray!”

“You’ve gained so much weight since I saw you three weeks ago!”

“Why are your teeth so brown?”

“My, but you’re flabby for your age!”

“Do you dye your hair?”

Several facts need to be faced.

1. Kids are getting taller and healthier and more physically fit than
previous generations. Thank goodness!



2. One’s size is determined at the time of conception. There is, therefore,
little that one can do about height.

3. Constantly hearing negative utterances about one’s height can only
make a child feel that there is something very wrong, in spite of
parental assurances that tall is beautiful and normal. The end result
will be self-consciousness, shyness, poor posture, and a negative self-
concept. Please, if you’ve ever made negative remarks about a child’s
size—think about it. Say something positive to the child or buzz off!

GENTLE READER:

Indeed. Miss Manners hopes you will not for a moment accuse her of
arguing with your principle—that personal remarks addressed to individuals
of any age should be complimentary—if she quibbles with your examples.

The expressions of surprise that children grow taller, rather than
smaller, are not stunning instances of observation and tact. Miss Manners
does not see them as insults either. It is generally agreed upon in society
that aging is an excellent thing from birth to, say, thirty, but a terrible
misfortune from then on. Miss Manners has never understood why this is.
To watch individuals change with the years can be interesting, if
predictable, but to regard it as either a miracle or a shame seems naive and
futile.

However, that is society’s attitude, and Miss Manners is normally given
to accepting conventions rather than fighting them. Given this assumption,
comments on your daughter’s growth should be taken as compliments. Miss
Manners suspects you see in them an attitude that she hopes and believes
has been discarded by society—that boys, but not girls, should be tall.
Without arguing genetics with you, she endorses your policy of conveying a
positive attitude to your daughter, and suggests that you extend this by
teaching her to reply properly. Not, “And I see you’re getting to be a little
stooped over as you get older,” but, “Why, thank you very much.”

Interruptions

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Should you tell your mother something if it is important when she is
talking to company? I am six.



GENTLE READER:

Yes, you should (after saying “Excuse me”). Here are some of the things
that are important to tell your mother, even though she is talking to
company: “Mommy, the kitchen is full of smoke.”

“Daddy’s calling from Tokyo.”

“Kristen fell out of her crib and I can’t put her back.”

“There’s a policeman at the door and he says he wants to talk to you.”

“I was just reaching for my ball, and the goldfish bowl fell over.”

Now, here are some things that are not important, so they can wait until
your mother’s company has gone home: “Mommy, I’m tired of playing
blocks. What do I do now?”

“The ice-cream truck is coming down the street.”

“Can I give Kristen the rest of my applesauce?”

“I can’t find my crayons.”

“When are we going to have lunch? I’'m hungry.”

Giving Thanks

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have tried to adopt a policy for myself and my children of sending
thank-you notes promptly and consistently; however, I have run into a
possible gray area when it comes to the spontaneous gifts my mother
bestows on my kids. She lives about 10 minutes away from us and regularly
drops by with little surprises for my girls (aged 8 and 9), gifts ranging from
candy bars to new CDs or outfits. My kids always give her their verbal
thanks, of course, and for larger gifts I’ve sometimes had them send notes
as well.



A letter from a child, thanking the giver of a present. Children
may use almost any colorful or fanciful writing paper, and are
therefore excellent recipients of the paper that adults
sometimes buy on impulse or receive from others, which is too

silly for them to use. Note the date on this letter.

In an intimate relationship such as the one between grandchild and
doting grandparent, especially with the parties having frequent contact with
each other, is there ever a time when a thank-you note is not required? I
understand that relaying written gratitude is never inappropriate, but is it
ever unnecessary? And is the value of the gift really the determining factor?
In this instance, my mother—the Miss Manners of my childhood—is the
one who thinks I go overboard on thank-you notes, so it’s a bit of a
quandary for me!

GENTLE READER:



That is nothing compared to the tizzy in which you have put Miss
Manners. Accustomed to a world of ingrates, she is astonished at the
concept of excessive letters of thanks.

But yes, a written letter of gratitude for a candy bar from Grandmamma
down the street would be excessive. Except for extraordinary items
(measured in terms of sentiment more than money), presents
enthusiastically received firsthand do not require such letters.

Far be it from Miss Manners, however, to discourage children from the
practice. Wouldn’t it be charming if you just had them write their
grandmother an occasional letter, unattached to any particular little treat,
saying how lucky they feel to have her nearby?

CHILDREN’S SOCIAL EVENTS

Birthday Parties

A certain amount of childish behavior is to be expected at parties given
in celebration of the birthdays of minors. However, Miss Manners would
just as soon that it not come from the parents. Some of them she would not
trust, even blindfold, to play pin the tail on the donkey. They are already far
too eager and inventive about skewering one another.

Of course, she understands that everything parents do is motivated
entirely by the desire to please their children. Can it be their fault that it
makes their children happy for them to vie at outclassing other parents, to
make a point of excluding certain children, and to encourage forms that
foster social irresponsibility?

Only partly, Miss Manners acknowledges.

Children do appear to be born with some scary social inclinations. It is a
parental obligation to disabuse them of the idea that they can get away with
this. The chief excuse for the birthday party, one of the most hazardous
social forms in existence, is as a laboratory for teaching counter-intuitive,
and therefore civilized, behavior.

The young host or hostess has the difficult job of pretending that the
guests were invited for their company as much as for the packages under
their arms, and that they are there to have a good time, rather than to form
an audience for whom the birthday child can be the center of attention. All
of this being against every natural human inclination, it takes a lot of
training.



But there are parents who seem to be training their children, instead, in
acquisitiveness and self-centeredness. The forms that have burgeoned put
an increasing emphasis on presents, including not just the present-opening
ritual, but posting wish lists or demanding college fund contributions in lieu
of gifts, and on glorifying and indulging the birthday child, regardless of the
effect on guests. A particularly nasty innovation, for example, is to award
the host prizes in any competitive games, regardless of performance.

What this training is supposed to prepare them to become, it could not
be decent, hospitable, considerate people. Maybe it is to become medieval
lords, whose relationships with others consist of extracting tributes and
exercising privileges.

In their own future interests, and that of the society on which these
people will be unleashed, Miss Manners recommends that parents set limits.
Children being traditionalists, it would be wise for parents in the same
neighborhood and school circles to agree on them.

Well-meaning ones have already made some moves toward doing this in
regard to the guest list, for example decreeing that everyone in a child’s
class be invited. (The less altruistic form, of demanding that all one’s own
children be invited regardless of acquaintanceship, is a bad one; one Gentle
Reader whose parents demanded that said the result was that the entire
family was dropped socially.) Another method is reverting to the old rule of
inviting only the number of guests equal to the child’s age, thus limiting it
to so few that being left out is no distinction.

Care should be taken that parties do not get big enough and expensive
enough to put an undue burden on the hosts and frighten the children. One
solution is joint parties, for children born in the same month, but then care
has to be taken not to put a burden on guests in supplying multiple presents
when they might not be acquainted with all the honorees. An agreement on
low-key parties and a low ceiling on present expenditures would help.

The most important lesson to be learned by the host parent is what it
feels like to:

1. Look out the window with a child at the appointed time of arrival and
not see anyone at all running up the steps with a package under the
arm.

2. Look out the window, at the appointed time of departure, your living
room full of chaos behind you, and not see any parents trudging up the



steps.

If the parent learns to deliver and fetch his own children on time when
they are attending another child’s birthday party, it will have been a
successful learning experience. And if they all learn to replace competition
with cooperation, they may find they can also make rules for their own
convenience in regard to transportation, for example. If anyone is entitled to
have a special day, they are the ones who earn it.

The Parent’s Departure

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

How do you word a birthday party invitation for a child so that his or
her parents do not assume that they are invited to stay for the party? A
friend who is planning her son’s fifth birthday party wants to have a lovely
time for the kids, but does not want to have to deal with essentially running
two parties, one for the kids and one for their parents.

GENTLE READER:

Before answering, Miss Manners wants to extract a promise from your
friend: When some five-year-old starts crying inconsolably, or suggests a
game of jumping up and down on her sofa, or retroactively announces an
allergy to whatever he just ate, she won’t blame Miss Manners because she
will have to deal with it alone. The two-party system may be worth the
effort.

If she thinks not, she should put only the starting time of the party on
the invitation and then “Pick-up time, 7 P.M.” Birthday invitations are
informal by nature, and there is no reason to use the cocktail formula of “5
to 7.” In addition, Miss Manners would suggest her opening the door with
her child and welcoming the child-guest while thanking the parent for
dropping her off and reminding her when to come back.

The Child’s Departure

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



I am trying to teach my child, a precocious five-year-old, to be natural
in company, but what do I do about getting him to be polite? The case in
point is a birthday party at which I prompted him, when I picked him up, to
tell his hostess that he had a nice time. I was mortified, because he said, “I
didn’t!” It later turned out that he had gotten into a quarrel at the table with
the birthday child and another little boy, and a lot of tears were shed.
Obviously, he didn’t have “a nice time.” Is there something else he could
say, which is polite but not dishonest?

GENTLE READER:

“Thank you for inviting me.” However, this is not going to solve your
basic problem, which is that you have given the child an impossible task by
asking him to express his true feelings and, at the same time, to be gentle
with other people’s feelings. Miss Manners would choose the latter.
Teaching a child to “be natural” seems a silly endeavor, but teaching him to
say a big booming “Thank you” will serve him forever.

The Classroom Party

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have received invitations to parties that include a demand for money
with the explanation that it is needed to defray expenses. Naturally, I
decline such “invitations.”

Unfortunately, this type of invitation has made its way to the public
school system where my child attends third grade: “You are invited to a
pizza party for returning your reading records. You did a great job and you
should be rewarded. Please bring $2 for the cost of the pizza. I will provide
the drink and dessert. You did a great job!”

These parties are held during the school day. While I have used this as
an opportunity to teach my child that this is bad manners, I am in a
quandary as to how to respond. I don’t want my child to be ostracized by
not being able to participate if I refuse to pay, but I feel these invitations
take advantage of me. So could you please advise me how to let the teacher
know I don’t approve, but not be rude in doing so? Other parents have no
problem with these invitations, so a petition would not be possible.



GENTLE READER:

It would be if you gave those other parents a problem. No one wants to
be the one to seem stingy, so Miss Manners suggests providing them with a
loftier reason.

Unfortunately, she knows only too well how hard it is to make anyone
understand what is wrong with charging people when you announce that
you are giving them a treat. So here are two other ideas:

1. “Trifling as the amount may seem to most of us, I'm afraid these
collections penalize people who find all that nickel-and-diming a
strain, but are embarrassed to speak up.”

2. “Can’t we think of another way to praise the children? We don’t want
them to think that the only rewards involve fast food and, for that
matter, collecting money.”

The Play Date

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I am nine years old. When I call a friend and they’re not home and I
leave a message on their answering machine, how long should I wait till I
call a different friend? How many hours should I wait till I call a different
friend without hurting the first friend’s feelings? Then when my other friend
returns my call and I already have a friend over, what should I do?

GENTLE READER:

If you are old enough to issue invitations, Miss Manners believes you
are old enough to learn a secret that many adults get into trouble for not
knowing: Invitations do not have to be open-ended to be gracious. Now is
the time to learn to put time limits. Your message should be, “I’m hoping
you can come over to my house. Call me by three if you can come today,
but if you can’t, please call me tomorrow and let’s pick another day.”

The Overnight Visit
Children dear, if you don’t learn now the proper way to behave when
you spend the night with a friend, how do you expect to have any fun when
you grow up?



Staying overnight is the second most common major social activity
among medium-sized children and therefore second among the
opportunities they have to disgrace their own parents and disgust the
parents of their friends.

The first rule is to bring the proper equipment and to take it home with
you when you leave. It is not at all cute, at any age, to expect to share a
toothbrush or hairbrush with a friend. Children should inquire whether they
should bring their own sleeping bags, if they have them. Leaving things
behind, whether from the hope of being asked back or the failure to double-
check the room, is a nuisance for hosts.

The guest must be friendly to everyone there, not just the person who
invited him. That includes parents, siblings and other guests. The child who
doesn’t look his friend’s parents in the eye and talk to them will grow up to
pretend a friend’s roommate doesn’t exist. In both cases, he will have
induced reluctance to have him there again.

By law, guests of any age enjoy doing and eating whatever their hosts
want to do and to eat. Some wily people attempt to throw children off by
asking them to say what they want to do or whether they like what is being
served for dinner. The clever guest admits to no food dislikes, short of
things that give him violent physical reactions—and those should be
explained at the time of accepting the invitation—and will name a preferred
activity only when given a multiple choice by the hosts. Instructions to
leave the bed unmade are in the same category with invitations to forget
about going home. Nobody is ever revolted by a guest’s excessive neatness.

Thank everything that moves. Not only the host and his parents, but the
sibling who may have given up his room, the housekeeper who may have to
do the sheets and the goldfish who may have had to move his bowl to give
you somewhere to put your hairbrush.

The Restaurant Visit

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have very bright children who are simply lovely to be around. One
problem my wife and I have encountered is that when we are in restaurants,
our smallest children, ages 1.5 and 4 years, refuse to remain seated. They



want to run around the table, stopping for bites at anyone’s place who will
hold out a hand with food in it.

When we attempt to enforce table manners, and rules, they create an
awful scene. Other guests become nervous, and their eating out experience
is all but ruined by the cries of children. I have recently begun taking each
child out of the eating area before too much damage to guests has been
done. I talk to them, and on occasion I have swatted them, albeit quite
gently, yet firm. This method lasts momentarily, however, a repeat scene is
always in the offing. I have almost decided not to take them to adult
restaurants anymore until they are capable of following basic rules. We are
not lazy parents, but may be going through a time of relaxed standards so
we stand to be corrected.

GENTLE READER:

You have almost decided not to take them to adult restaurants until they
are capable of handling the situation? Almost?

Miss Manners is not questioning your parenting skills, because no one
can turn toddlers, however bright and lovely, into adults, not even for an
evening. However, she would like to say a word or two about parental
judgment.

You are being unfair, not only to the other restaurant patrons, but to
your own children. If this were a situation where you had no choice about
taking them—a family occasion, or a roadside food stop during a trip—your
method of removing them when they caused trouble would have to do. But
there is no reason to take them to restaurants where adults go for pleasant,
quiet, leisurely meals. These outings may be a treat for you and your wife,
at least before the children act up, but they are a treat that you must
postpone unless you can hire or persuade someone to take the children so
you can have a night out.

Do not mislead yourself, however, into thinking these outings are a treat
for the children. If your idea is to use the setting to teach them manners, you
need to make it into a treat—and the way to do that is to refuse to take
them. Talk up how much fun restaurant-going is, but stop short of inviting
them, on the grounds that such places are for big people who know what
they are supposed to do. Then teach them the manners at home and let them
practice until they are old enough to master and enjoy the experience.



Common Courtesy for All Ages

INTRODUCTIONS AND GREETINGS

INTRODUCTIONS, THESE DAYS, range from perfunctory to perfectly
dreadful. It is not just the proper form that is missing, but the names. People
who take the trouble to say “Hey, guys, meet my friend” seem to think they
have done the job.

Miss Manners remembers who should be introduced to whom, but then
she also remembers the difference between “who” and “whom.” The
formula is simple: One introduces inferiors to their superiors. Thus,
gentlemen are introduced to ladies, young people to old, unranked ones to
those of exalted stature and your own relatives to everyone else.

It only becomes complicated because there are actual human beings
involved. Suppose you have to rank an assistant curator of Japanese beetles
and a mechanical engineer specializing in the rolltops of desks—especially
if you are not certain what sex they are, let alone what vintage? One would
have to quiz them so thoroughly that the introduction, when it was finally
performed, would be an anticlimax.

Fortunately, Miss Manners has an all-purpose solution. Let us begin
with the classic introduction, and then she will explain how to adapt this to
baffling circumstances.

Rory Hoppity, who used to be married to your stepsister, has parlayed
his experience making license plates into a new job with the snow lobby
and persuaded you to introduce him to your friend the First Lady, whom he
has long admired for her unusual ability to reach the President. Although
consorts carry no official rank, it is safe to assume that she outranks him in
every possible way.

“Mrs. Eagle,” you say, “may I present Mr. Hoppity?” Politics being
what they are, Mrs. Eagle restrains herself from replying “No,” and the
introduction is complete. Now, suppose you had said, “May I present Mr.
Hoppity, Mrs. Eagle?” That’s the same thing, isn’t it? The name of the
person addressed could really go on either end.



The fill-in words could also be “I have the honor to present,” or “I
would like to introduce you to,” or “this is,” or even “do you know,” the last
being a useful form in introducing apparent strangers when you can’t
remember if they were once married to each other.

We don’t always say all the fill-in words, though, do we, in this speedy
age? A person who says “Ham on rye” to a waitress is understood to be
saying, “I wonder if you would be so good as to ask the chef to prepare me
a sandwich, using rye bread, perhaps moistening it a bit with mustard, with
a filling of ham in it, please?” Therefore, the introduction, “Ms. Perfect,
Ms. Awful,” has become common. Everyone understands that this is short
for “Ms. Perfect, may I present Ms. Awful?” and knows you would never
mean to say “This is Ms. Perfect, Ms. Awful.”

So there you are: a foolproof introduction—unless, of course, you have
forgotten the name of one of the people you are introducing. In that case,
the form is “May I present Ms. Smelt-Hargrove?” A person whose name
you have forgotten always takes precedence over one whose name you
remember.

An Example

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I would like to introduce a friend of mine that is 80 years old (Helen) to
a friend that is 26 years old (Jennifer). Would I say to Helen, “Helen, I
would like to introduce you to Jennifer”? Or would I say, “Jennifer, I would
like to introduce you to Helen”? Is it age above all? And what would be
proper information to include in the introduction? Would the relationship
that Helen and Jennifer have to me be appropriate?

GENTLE READER:

Either way, Helen is not going to like this. She is old enough—as
apparently you are not—to remember when people had surnames and
young things were not encouraged to assume cheeky familiarity with their
seniors.

Younger people are introduced to older people, except in cases of
extraordinary rank being held by the younger person. If Jennifer is on the
Supreme Court, you could make a case for presenting an older lady to her.



Family relationships or another clue as to who the person is are mentioned
in an introduction, although one does not introduce someone as “my friend”
because it implies that the other person isn’t.

It is even more essential to give these people each other’s names, surely
the purpose of the introduction, and this should be in the form in which they
would properly address each other. Thus, you would say, “Helen, this is my
college roommate, Jennifer Fox, who’s just moved to town; Jennifer, this is
my second cousin, Mrs. Hound.” (And yes, Miss Manners realizes that
Jennifer is a grown-up too, but she trusts Mrs. H. to call her Ms. F.)

Completing the Incomplete Introduction

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What is the polite way one goes about eventually learning the last name
of a new acquaintance?

As much as it used to be the case that one would first introduce one’s
self by one’s last name and only reveal one’s first name under more intimate
circumstances, it is now the custom in most social circles to introduce one’s
self solely by the first name. I find myself generally reduced to the
subversive tactics of finding some list in which the name is written or
asking a third mutual acquaintance who happens to know, but surely
etiquette has a better solution.

GENTLE READER:

You might ask at the time of the introduction. Miss Manners finds that
most people remember their own surnames when prompted, even if they
haven’t used them for years.

Introducing Servants

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have read that it is improper to introduce the maid to one’s friends,
even if the friends are staying overnight and need to know her name. I read
that you perform a half-introduction, such as “Mary will look after your
needs; Mary, Mr. Brown will be here two nights.” I feel funny about this. I
don’t want to do the wrong thing in front of a friend, yet I don’t want to



embarrass my maid, either, or do anything that is undignified toward
anyone.

GENTLE READER:

People who are lucky enough to have servants should realize how
comparatively easy it is to find a good friend. Miss Manners’ inclination,
therefore, is to worry about the dignity of the employee before the dignity
of the friend. Unless the employee is committed to the old-fashioned
method you describe, Miss Manners would prefer that you perform a decent
introduction, which includes providing everyone with a last name. “This is
Mary Jewel; Mary, Mr. Brown will be occupying the Queen’s Bedroom.”

Introducing Children

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have taught my children to introduce their friends to me, but
sometimes they forget. If a child is visiting here, should I, as the lady of the
house, greet him first or expect him to greet me?

GENTLE READER:

As you have noticed how hard it is to train one’s own child, Miss
Manners is astonished that you are contemplating waiting for someone
else’s child to carry the social burden. She recommends your saying, “I’'m
Christopher’s mother; you must be Scott,” rather than waiting, perhaps
forever, until your visitor says, “I’m Scott; you must be Christopher’s
mother.”

Children should be taught to start with the most formal form appropriate
(Mr. and Ms. or Mrs. to nonrelatives, family titles to relatives), and then to
accept modifications as offered by the person being addressed. It leaves
them with an odd collection of usages, but the lesson that respect has to do
with respecting the wishes of others.

Introducing Oneself

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



Some years ago, an elder relative told me one should not announce
oneself as Mr. Soandso, because “Mister” is a title and “one does not give a
title to oneself.”

Having been around for some time and traveled a lot, I have come to
know a number of persons with titles of nobility, from the heir apparent of
an ex-maharaja to American women who had married European title
holders and who, after these men had shed or been shed by the women,
went on calling themselves the Baroness von This or the Contessa di That
forever. In the British Isles, I once had occasion to telephone Lord
Suchandsuch; he answered simply “Suchandsuch here!” Thus he followed
my kinsman’s system. But at a convention in England last year, a man in the
elevator recognized me, stuck out his hand, and said, “Hello! My name’s
Lord Thusandso!” He did not obey my relative’s rule.

Now, what is the drill on this, if, indeed, there is any rule for (a)
“Mister” and (b) titles of nobility? Not that, as an American, I shall ever
have a title of nobility; but it would be nice to know.

GENTLE READER:

Your kinsman is obviously one of nature’s noblemen. Isn’t it nicer to
have Miss Manners say that than for him to have to announce it himself?

Why? Because a person who uses a title in reference to himself or
herself, whether the title is grand duchess, doctor, maharaja, or even mister,
seems suspiciously anxious to establish that he is entitled to that title.
People naturally adore addressing others by fancy titles, but they grudge
even the simplest to those who insist on them.

The correct British peer would no more dream of using his own title
than he would of using his own umbrella, although he carries both and is
proud of their age. Your Lord Thusandso probably has a new title and a new
umbrella, too, which he enjoys opening in people’s faces. Miss Manners has
been trying for years to get people who have doctoral degrees to understand
this principle of modesty, but they keep protesting that they earned their
titles and want to show them off. They fail to understand the greater impact
there is in being discovered to have a title that one has not bothered to show
off.

People who have titles that are not officially recognized should be even
more careful in doing this. Your Baroness von This and Contessa di That
are badly in need of such a lesson. Never mind what happened to the baron



or the conte—the German and Italian titles themselves have been legally
abolished and are only used socially, by courtesy. The best way to ensure
their use is by protesting, “Oh, no, we’re just plain Habsburgs now, like
everyone else.” Your ladies could try the now fashionable Proud American
routine that goes, “Please, I can’t bear to be called princess—why, I was
born and bred in Grand Forks, North Dakota.” Either of these approaches
will have people on their knees; but an American woman who calls herself
“contessa” is assumed to be in the boutique business.

This is true on down the line. The person who announces stiffly, “I’m
Mr. Ipswich” has undoubtedly given you his highest claim to dignity; but
the one who says quietly, “My name is Isabel Bourbon” has left some room
for grander assumptions.

Introducing the Unknown

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Is it so awful not to be able to remember people’s names? I've tried all
kinds of systems, and it never seems to work. I find that if I fake a person’s
name when I don’t know it, I get caught, but I’'m afraid to admit right off
that I don’t know a name because people get insulted.

GENTLE READER:

We have a great deal of admiration in this country for people who have
the ability to remember names. It is considered enough of a talent to qualify
an otherwise undistinguished person for public office. If one votes for a
candidate because he has remembered one’s name from one minute of a
campaign appearance to another, it is not reasonable to expect such a feat
from every private citizen. Miss Manners promises not to be offended if
you ask her what her name was again.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Suppose I’'m talking to someone I’'m supposed to know, but I can’t
remember his name. Another person joins us. Can I get them to tell each
other their names?

GENTLE READER:



Certainly; who would be in a better position to know what they are? If
you know the name of one of them, you can address the other with a firm
statement, “This is Hollister Stranger,” and then adjust your shoe, thus
removing yourself from view and leaving the field clear for the unknown to
complete the introduction. If you know neither name, it is wise to remove
yourself from the scene entirely, after saying brightly, “I’'m sure you two
know each other!”

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Whatever do you do when a person from your long-ago past
unexpectedly confronts you with, “Do you know who I am?” This is really
confounding, particularly when you are at a social gathering, with others
around you, enjoying the joke on you.

It happened again yesterday when a woman whom I had not seen in
over twenty-five years, whom I did not then know particularly well, and
who is not aging with much grace, confronted me, as I was at a function,
chatting with some recently-met acquaintances.

“No, you look too old and too fat for me ever to have paid attention to
you” came to mind, but I didn’t want to be that rude. As I am now in my
70! year, with all my faculties good and sound, I sound like a stumbling
idiot as I stand there, fumbling with what to say. What should I say?

GENTLE READER:

“How could anyone forget you?”

Should the lady be so rash as to pass up the opportunity to accept this
gracefully and ask “Well, then, who am I?” Miss Manners gives you leave
to say gently, “Surely you can tell me.” Your only error is to feel foolish
when approached by foolish people.

Name Tags

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Where is the correct place to pin a name tag? We use them at our club
parties, and I hope you don’t disapprove of this practice, because it’s very
useful. But it looks odd to see everyone bending over, reading one another’s
bosoms.



GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners disapproves of name tags only at strictly social functions,
because she believes they make things too easy and thus take away the fun.
When they are used, they should be placed at collar level, for the reason
you mention, and they should be on the right-hand side of the wearer. This
makes it possible for people to sneak a quick look halfway between the
handshake and the face, and then to pretend to have remembered the other
person’s name.

Introducing the Roof Principle

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

While boarding a bus on my way home from work recently, I noticed on
the same bus a fellow with whom I was graduated from law school last
June. Although we attended many of the same classes for three years, we
never spoke to one another (both being true gentlemen, it could not have
been otherwise, since we were never properly introduced). Now that it
appears that we will be riding the same bus home, it seems a bit silly to
continue ignoring one another, particularly should we ever end up sharing
the same seat. Could you arrange an introduction?

GENTLE READER:

Allow Miss Manners to introduce you to a principle: “The roof
constitutes an introduction.” This does not apply to every roof. It does not
apply to a bus, for example, although it does apply to a ship. It does,
however, apply to an academic institution. Therefore, it is as proper for you
to say, “I believe we were in class together” as it would be, if you had been
“properly introduced,” to say, “I believe we met at the Wintergreens’ last
Christmas.”

A Gay Introduction

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What am I supposed to say when I am introduced to a homosexual
“couple”?



GENTLE READER:
“How do you do?” “How do you do?”

Honorifics

Just when Miss Manners had despaired of ever again hearing an honest-
to-goodness honorific, a new formal courtesy title sprang into use. A whole
generation now believes that the respectful way to address one’s elders is
“You guys,” the plural form of “Yo.”

Although this would not have been Miss Manners’ choice, it beats
tugging on people’s sleeves to get their attention. And something is needed.
The first-name-only system has long suffered from the apparent
requirement that all children who go through school together must share
names. The convenience of knowing exactly how old each Lisa, Jason,
Kelly, Emily, Zachary and Madison is no matter how far into adulthood one
encounters them is offset by the problem of distinguishing among the
bearers of these names.

Miss Manners has kept an iron grip on that “Miss” of hers and refused
to let go. You never caught her trying to con some toddler into thinking she
was his age and therefore required no deferential treatment. Had she been
either older or younger, she would have taken the more sensible title of Ms.,
which was the traditional abbreviation for the title of Mistress before that
word slipped from respectability and bifurcated into the remnants, Miss and
Mrs. Once everyone has gotten over mistakenly condemning Ms. as a
modern invention, she would still need to make the touchy point that Mrs. is
correctly used only with the lady’s husband’s name, and that it makes no
difference whether the husband is dead or alive (as regards nomenclature,
whatever other difference it may make to the wife). Mr. is suitable for most
of the rest of the population.

But there is also rank, and the rule is that the higher the rank, the less
likely its bearer is to give you a clue about how to use it in address. We call
this modesty. And because usage grows haphazardly as a result of ancient,
melded and whimsical customs, do not expect to be able to reason it out.
Here are a few handy particulars: The President of the United States is
addressed by nickname (his or his enemies’) before the election and “Mr.
President” after taking office. Everybody else in Washington is styled “The



Honorable” to make up for what everybody outside of Washington calls
them.

“Your Majesty” is used for reigning sovereigns, pretenders whose
presence is being sought to posh up your board of directors or charity event
and children who don’t pick up after themselves. Lesser royalty and
younger children who don’t pick up after themselves are called “Your Royal
Highness.”

The correct use of military titles is taught by force to those who need to
know. Religious titles are taught gently to those who need to know, as a
result of which most congregates mistakenly believe that “Reverend” can
be used alone or with the surname, whereas it must be preceded by “the.”

The system for addressing different varieties of European aristocrats
should also be on a need-to-know basis, except that few people who feel
they need to know have grasped the fact that “Lady” is not used before the
lady’s first name unless she is the daughter of a duke, marquess or earl;
those who come by the title through marriage use it before the husband’s
name.

Fortunately, we do have all-purpose titles for direct address, as a
foolproof way of conveying the respect due to people whose names escape
you. These are “Madam” (or “Ma’am”) and “Sir.” True, they specify the
gender, but Miss Manners figures that you guys are not in a position to
complain about that.

Doctors

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have several physician friends and when I introduce them and their
wives at formal gatherings, the “Doctor and Mrs.” title seems just fine. But
I have a more troublesome set of friends—a couple in which she is a doctor
and her husband is not. I introduced them as “Doctor and Mr.” at our last
dinner party and he winced as if his hiatal hernia were acting up. How can I
properly introduce this couple without discriminating against my female
friend or doing irreparable damage to her husband’s ego?

GENTLE READER:



Miss Manners fails to understand why a female doctor is any more
troublesome to society than male doctors naturally are, or why a gentleman
should be more abashed than a lady at being married to someone who takes
money from the sick. You introduced him properly. Perhaps his hiatal
hernia was acting up, in which case he should see a doctor.

Doctorates

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I was introduced to a Dr. Soandso at a party and was embarrassed to
have him say, after I had discussed at length an interesting disease in my
family, that he didn’t know anything about medicine. I suppose he was a
doctor of philosophy, but should he then call himself a doctor?

GENTLE READER:

What you have there is either an honest medical practitioner or an
uncertain Ph.D. Only people of the medical profession correctly use the title
of doctor socially. A really fastidious doctor of philosophy will not use it
professionally either, and schools and scholarly institutions where it is
assumed that everyone has an advanced degree use “Mr.,” “Mrs.,” “Miss”
or “Ms.”

Many people feel strongly possessive about their scholarly titles,
however, and it is Miss Manners’ principle to allow them to call themselves
what they want. She will only offer them a story: Miss Manners’ own dear
father, who would never allow himself to be addressed as doctor, used to
say that a Ph.D. was like a nose—you don’t make a fuss about having one
because you assume that everyone does; it’s only when you don’t have one
that it is conspicuous. For sheer snobbery, doesn’t that beat insisting on
being called doctor?

Honorary Doctorates

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have recently received an honorary doctorate and am especially
pleased about it as I have had no formal higher education, and so this is my
first degree. However, it seems to be show-offy to use the title of “doctor”



under these circumstances. Many of the doctors of philosophy I know don’t
even use theirs. Yet what good does the title do me if nobody knows about
it?

GENTLE READER:

You are in the position of a woman who has invested in silk underwear.
She must derive her satisfaction from knowing that she has it on, and
perhaps the knowledge of an intimate or two. To let everyone know
cheapens the effect. However (to drop the underwear), you might look out
for the chance to ally yourself with the doctors of philosophy who do not
use the title by telling those who do, “I would never dream of calling myself
‘doctor’—after all, I’'m not a physician.”

The Clergy

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Is it true that I shouldn’t introduce our pastor as “Reverend Jones”?
Maybe I wasn’t paying close attention at church, but it seems to me I’ve
always heard it done that way.

GENTLE READER:

Maybe you weren’t paying close attention at school. “Reverend” is an
adjective. The correct introduction is, therefore, “the Reverend Cotton
Pious.”

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What is the correct way to address a Protestant clergywoman? What
about when she is with her husband, who has no title?

GENTLE READER:

The form is the same as for a clergyman—the Reverend Angela Mather
for her alone, adding “and Mr. Mather” when they are both present. Miss
Manners is scandalized by those who believe that God is more interested in
sex than service when contemplating those in His or Her ministry.

Omitting Honorifics



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Is it now considered appropriate for everyone to address everyone else
by first names, without even asking permission? Is this no longer
considered taking a liberty? In the past few months, my insurance salesman,
a man who sold me a car part, and a man who sold me a pair of shoes have
all considered it their privilege to address me by my first name. My name is
on my credit cards, etc., and cannot be kept from the world. How do I
inform people, particularly prospective employers, that I do not wish to be
addressed in this manner, without appearing rude myself? I am not from a
bygone age. I am twenty-six years old and appalled by this rudeness, which
passes for casualness or friendliness. Please help.

GENTLE READER:

The answer to your question is, Miss Manners regrets to say, that yes,
indeed, it is commonplace to use first names promiscuously. The answer to
your plea for help, however, is that yes, we will fight this unfortunate
practice together, with anyone else who cares to join this noble cause. Such
usage is not only undignified, but makes a sham of the ideas of friendship
and equality. There is no such thing as instant intimacy.

As you recognize, however, the ticklish part of the fight for good
manners is to exhibit them oneself during battle. One cannot go around
correcting others. However, one can go about driving others crazy in a
perfectly polite fashion. One method of doing this is to keep saying, “No,
no, I’m terribly sorry, you must have misunderstood—Geoffrey is my first
name. My last name is Perfect.” Another is to address the offenders by their
last names, no matter how many times they urge you not to. If they tell you
only a first name or say, “Call me Sam,” then address that person as “Mr.
Sam.” Miss Manners is not guaranteeing that this will teach others respect,
but it will pay back some of the irritation you have experienced and serve to
alert them that something is wrong, even if they can’t figure out what.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have never adjusted to the everyday assumed intimacy by
acquaintances and strangers. When I am asked my first name, I find that
answering “Mrs.” is very helpful—the other person will then ask for my last
name and nothing more is said. This usually solves my problem and often
brings a smile.



GENTLE READER:

Is it possible that you and Miss Manners are related? She has never
countenanced instant intimacy either, preferring the voluntary kind; she also
imparts this information gently to people who assume otherwise—and she
has the good fortune to bear the given name of Miss.

Advancing Past Honorifics

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

You have many times pointed out that it is presumptuous, rude,
annoying, and everything else short of illegal to call people by their first
names when you hardly know them. How do you properly get on a first-
name basis with someone you are beginning to know well?

Suppose you find yourself with an acquaintance you have always
addressed as “Mrs.” at a social gathering where everyone else is on first-
name basis? Or you want to indicate to an older person that you consider
him a friend, rather than just an object of respect? Or you meet, for the first
time, the spouse of someone whose first name you have been using? If you
just plunge right in and use that person’s first name, will Miss Manners
write you off as a clod who doesn’t know any better?

GENTLE READER:

Now, now. You don’t know Miss Manners very well if you think she
goes about applying the name of clod to people who are earnestly trying to
get the nuances of behavior right. Therefore, you may continue to call her
“Miss Manners.”

One reason Miss Manners stresses waiting to address people by their
first names is that the little ceremony involved is so charming. The woman
who goes around announcing herself to strangers as “Hi, I’'m Brook,” will
never have the pleasure of blushing and saying, “Oh, I do wish you would
call me Brook, now that we’re friends.” In a heterosexual situation, so to
speak, this is the privilege of the woman; among people of the same gender,
it should be done by the elder.

...0or Not



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have recently moved to a neighborhood peopled largely with retired
couples and older widows. I am considerably younger than these neighbors,
but they have been very helpful and kind to us. I want my children to call
them “Mrs.” or “Mr.” but, in these days of informal manners, how should I
address them? They have introduced themselves by first names and I want
them to call me by my first name, but I’'m not comfortable calling someone
considerably older than myself by a first name. I now call them by their
titles and most of them appear a little uncomfortable with this—but they
haven’t suggested otherwise. What do you suggest?

GENTLE READER:

Asking someone to use your first name is a gesture of warmth and
friendship, but it cannot be made unless titles are used before the request.
Continue to address them as you do, and if they get really uncomfortable,
they will request you to do otherwise. If they want to stay uncomfortable,
that’s their problem.

HANDSHAKES, KISSES AND OTHER INTRODUCTORY

GESTURES

Watch out! Someone is coming at you with the clear intention of saying
hello.

Will your shoulder be thumped, or your fist be bumped? Will your hand
be slapped? High five? Low five? Will you receive a pat on the cheek or a
pinch on the cheek? A grabbing of the forearm or a full leap into both arms?
Will you be hugged or kissed? Kissed on the cheek or the mouth? Which
cheek? How many times?

The chances of receiving a curtsey are not big unless you make a living
teaching ballet, running debutante balls or reigning. But the bow and
namaste are not uncommon, although not necessarily performed by,
respectively, Japanese or Hindus.

The handshake is more of a rarity these days, unless performed with
four hands, either in a pile-up, patty-cake style, or sandwich style, with one
set taking the outside and the other the inside. The hands may also be used
to grab or snap a finger, curl the fingers together or execute some
combination of such gestures.



What will be said, or will you be expected to say? “How’re you doing?”
“Pleased to meetcha?” “Wassup?”

You have to chose among the correct things to say on being introduced:
“Good morning” or “Good evening,” which requires checking the position
of the sun; or “Hello” or “How do you do?” depending on the formality of
the occasion, and whether you can count on the other person to understand
that the answer to “How do you do?” is “How do you do?” even though that
makes two questions in a row. (Etiquette opposes any declaration of being
pleased to meet someone on the cynical grounds that it may not turn out to
be a pleasure.) The simple part is supposed to be the handshake, which Miss
Manners would have thought to be quite warm enough as a start for an
acquaintanceship or an evening. True, the lady/older/ranking person should
initiate the gesture, but we have to wrestle with identifying which one that
is.

There are exceptions and objections to hand-shaking, religious, physical
and hygienic, and exemptions are granted. But the gesture itself has been so
well known that a refusal to participate has to be explained (“I’'m so sorry,
but I can’t shake hands”) because a refusal to shake hands is a symbolic
insult (and thus a handy gesture when faced with tyrants and outlaws).

Unless, of course, you are too busy thumping, bumping and kissing, or
positioning yourself to dodge or return whatever may be thrown your way.

Shaking What Is Offered

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What is the proper way to shake hands when being introduced to
someone who has accidentally lost his/her right hand? This situation occurs
often enough to me in my work (sales and management) to risk
embarrassing the less fortunate person. If he extends his right (artificial or
stump), do you extend your right and shake his (a) artificial hand or (b) his
right forearm or shoulder? Several people have the same question and none
of us has found a satisfactory answer; “social graces” columnists have
usually responded with “do whatever you think is right” or some such
nonresponsive answer. I’d like to know what you think.

GENTLE READER:



Miss Manners is fully sensible of the fact that if everyone did whatever
she or he thought was right, Miss Manners would be out of business. Please
do not take it as non-responsiveness, therefore, if she tells you that neither
she nor you is the person who knows best what the amputee would feel
most comfortable doing.

That individual—the one with the hand missing—must therefore take
the lead in this common social situation. Some people extend a left hand,
others extend the right arm or artificial device affixed to it. All you need to
know is that you always shake hands with your right hand. What you shake
is whatever is offered to you.

Social Kissing

There is a great deal of kissing going on these days among people who
do not especially like one another. Miss Manners is not referring to the
popular teenage pastime of this description, but to what is known as social
kissing, an activity common among consenting, if unenthusiastic, adults.

Why everyone is doing it when no one can agree on how it should be
done is a question that could also be asked of more invigorating forms of
bodily contact. The consequences of kissing improperly range from having
one’s cheek hanging jilted in midair, to getting one’s lip neatly severed by a
diamond ring.

In administering a kiss of greeting to someone one knows (it is
improper to kiss people upon meeting them for the first time, and this
includes baby-molesting on the part of political candidates), the following
surfaces may be employed: Lips.

The right cheek only.

The right cheek, followed by the left cheek.

The hand.

This is a complete list of acceptable places for the social kiss. If you
intend to use any other, Miss Manners requests that you and the object of
your intentions step quickly behind the nearest curtain for the purposes. If
you should unintentionally deliver the kiss on another area, such as the nose
or the ear, it is just as bad. Good intentions count for nothing here.

Much of the confusion comes because each participant assumes he or
she is choosing the type of social kiss to be performed, and the two choices
don’t match.



Remember that we are talking about a formal, public gesture, and the
fact that parts of the body and ways they are used may duplicate private
expressions of emotion is irrelevant.

Just because gentlemen no longer have the exclusive right to initiate
private kissing does not mean that they may now share in the ladies’
privilege of initiating—or withholding—public kissing. If a lady presents
her lips by tilting her face upward without moving it to either side, the
gentleman has no choice but to perform. A gentleman’s choice is the hand
kiss, although there must be some excuse of a continental background.
Charter trips of twenty-one to forty-five days are not enough.

Cheek-kissing, in this country, requires a minimum of one lady, but the
partner may be either a lady or a gentleman. All cheek kisses begin with the
presentation of the right cheek by the ranking lady. The recipient also
presents the right cheek. The first presenter gets to choose whether they will
actually kiss each other’s cheeks, make a smack-smack noise in the air, or
simply bump cheeks. That person should also decide whether to proceed
with the European version, of repeating the adventure using left cheeks, or
whether to call it a day. The partner’s job is still to be alert in order to
follow suit and not go after someone who doesn’t mean it or walk away
from someone who does.

Eye Contact

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Please bring the issue of eye contact into focus for me. I am a twenty-
five-year-old unmarried half-Oriental female. My entire life has been spent
in the Far East, where staring into the pupils of another is the height of
impropriety (or come-and-get-it-ness). I have, since coming here, been
accused of avoiding the issue, and now feel that my adjustment to the
United States will never be complete without some kind of “code of looks.”

GENTLE READER:

What pretentious people call “body language” and make fortunes
writing paperback books about, Miss Manners considers merely details of
etiquette that vary from culture to culture. In a way, it is more important to
learn these when going from one society to another than it is to learn the



more obvious forms, such as table manners, because people often fail to
realize that such behavior as eye contact is learned, and they pounce on it as
being psychologically revealing.

Miss Manners once had a similar problem, when she was a girl. After a
year’s residency in South America, she found she was standing closer to
people when she conversed with them than is customary in North America,
and that her perfectly decent behavior was being interpreted as flirtatious.
The solution was merely to relearn the North American standard for the
proper distance between conversing acquaintances.

Miss Manners advises you to learn the American etiquette with regard
to eye contact for use here, rather than to endure the handicap of being
misinterpreted by people who are unaware of foreign customs. In this
country, it is considered polite to look people in the eye when conversing
with them. If you find this difficult, an alternative is to look away but
maintain a smile, in which case your behavior will be misinterpreted as
charming demureness. That, at least, is better than being considered shifty.

Speaking When Spoken To

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Would you please give me the correct etiquette on speaking or greeting
people when entering a room of people, and when meeting on the street.
Should the person entering the room speak first? Should the youngest speak
first, respecting their elders? I have relatives in their late teens and also
young adults (married) who will never speak unless spoken to first. I was
brought up differently.

GENTLE READER:

Even Queen Elizabeth gave up the rules about speaking first, and she
was brought up differently too. Many years ago, when she visited America,
she greeted with regal silence anyone who presumed to speak to her before
being spoken to; on her later visits, while she was not up to calling out
“Howdy” to everyone, she at least returned all greetings. Miss Manners
feels that it is always gracious to address another person civilly and to
acknowledge civil addresses, and is pleased to see anyone master this
ability, whatever her upbringing and however late in life.



Removing the Hat (If Any)

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Does a gentleman’s “tipping” his hat look too much like a military
salute? Since I seldom see any male wearing a real hat, I’d almost forgotten
this gesture. I think it’s been at least twenty years since this has meant
grasping the hat brim and either lifting the hat an inch or two, or just
grasping and releasing the brim.

GENTLE READER:

You have obviously not met a polite cowboy for twenty years. The rule
is the same now as it always was: A gentleman removes his hat when
speaking to a lady or sharing an elevator with one, and lifts his hat as a
gesture to a stranger from whom he receives a courtesy or thanks for a
courtesy of his. As you have noticed, however, it does require a hat and is
therefore seldom performed. The military salute is much more energetic,
but it also comes with PX privileges.

Offering an Arm

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
When does a gentleman offer his arm to a lady as they are walking
down the street together?

GENTLE READER:

Strictly speaking, only when he can be of practical assistance to her.
That is, when the way is steep, dark, crowded or puddle-y. However, it is
rather a cozy juxtaposition, less compromising than walking hand in hand,
and rather enjoyable for people who are fond of each other, so Miss
Manners allows some leeway in interpreting what is of practical assistance.
One wouldn’t want a lady to feel unloved walking down the street, any
more than one would want her to fall off the curb.

Failure to Yield

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



An act of public rudeness that I encounter frequently, if not daily, is a
condition I have come to call “sidewalk selfishness.” Two or more people
walking down the street do not make space for someone walking in the
opposite direction. Once I was actually forced off the sidewalk by three
people walking abreast, who barely acknowledged my presence.

My girlfriend and I like to take walks, and when we see people coming
the other direction, we will form a single-file line to make room for the
others to pass. Surprisingly, the people coming from the other direction
often do not follow suit. I can only guess as to the cause. Please tell me
what I can do to address the issue without being as rude as the perpetrators
of this selfishness.

GENTLE READER:

The cause is simple. The people you encounter are using the sidewalk to
walk on, but in the opposite direction to you, and they are confident that
they do not need to disturb themselves because they can disturb you. As
you point out, this is selfish. There is a lot of that going around, Miss
Manners has noticed.

If you want to make a point of this without encountering a lot of other
unpleasantries that are going around, you can stay on the sidewalk rather
than yield. Presuming they don’t mow you down, they will have to notice
you when you say, “Excuse me, please, coming through.”

Failure to Follow

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I hope you will give me the answer to a problem that confronts me
every now and then: Two people (a male and a female) walk toward each
other on a sidewalk. As they pass each other, should each step to the right,
even though the curbside is on the female’s right, or should the male step to
the curbside and the female to the inside, even though the inside is to the
female’s left? If two females pass each other, no problem—each steps to the
right. I presume the same holds true for two males.

It is so embarrassing to step to the right and have the other person step
to the left at the same time—and then to have each reverse. This impromptu
“Turkey Trot” can be repeated three or four times, with both parties



apologizing profusely, until one or the other stands still and lets the other go
by. If both were to stand still simultaneously, I can visualize the problem
recurring, but this is unlikely.

Once I “danced” with a dog. I didn’t have time to notice whether it was
male or female, but after three times going from side to side, it barked at me
and passed me by stepping off the curbing. I wonder why I didn’t think of
stepping off the curbing before the dog did. Right or wrong, that dog made
a fool of me. I’ll very much appreciate your advice as to the accepted
directions in which a male and female pedestrian should step when passing
each other on the sidewalk.

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners advises you not to get into a chess game with that dog,
because the dog will win. The idea in chess, as in life, is to see what is
coming before it arrives and plan ahead to avoid undesirable confrontations.
The basic move is that everyone steps to the right on uncheckered
sidewalks—Iladies, gentlemen, dogs, knights and bishops.

SAYING NO: SILENCE AS A SOCIAL SKILL

Mindful of etiquette’s injunction to please others, nice people have
trouble saying no. This is a good way to get a bad reputation.

Miss Manners knows, because she has one. Not personally, of course,
because she says “No, thank you” so touchingly that petitioners pity her for
being unable to comply with their demands. It is etiquette itself that has a
bad reputation, stemming from the mistaken belief it requires a perpetual
sacrifice of one’s own wishes and judgment in favor of others’. As the naive
invariably put it, “Isn’t etiquette always a matter of making other people
feel comfortable?” This would make politeness an activity exclusively for
suckers and wimps. And, of course, sluts.

In fact, etiquette has no such requirement. The mistake arises from the
fact that it does recognize that one has duties toward others, which is why it
will not put up with such duty-dodging attempts as “Why should I thank
Grandma for the check just because she wants me to?” And it does require
being polite to others, even when they are no role models themselves.

But that is a far cry from declaring that courtesy means taking
everybody else’s orders. And orders are being constantly issued, now that



reticence and modesty are no longer considered the virtues they once were.
From the selfish and the philanthropic alike, we are bombarded with
requests to do, donate, attend, volunteer, eat, drink and buy.

With the best of will, the biggest of purses and the freest of schedules,
one could never fulfill all these orders. And much as Miss Manners
appreciates any inhibitions at all that are inspired by courtesy, she hopes
that people will make these important choices with more discrimination
than is involved in surrendering whenever they happen to be cornered.

This is why the ability to say no politely is an essential social skill. All
that is really needed is the ability to repeat “No, thank you,” interspersed
with such small politenesses as “I’m so sorry” and “You’re kind to ask” and
“I wish you luck.”

Elaborating is what gets people into trouble. Excuses that are false are
traps one sets for oneself, but even true excuses encourage the audacious to
argue: “Can’t you do that another night?” “One little piece of cake isn’t
going to kill you.” “But this helps more people.”

Yet most people can’t help blabbing on to soften the “no,” which is apt
to be so softened as to give way. So here is a small supply of supplementary
sentences: “I’m afraid I’m not taking on anything else right now.”

“Sorry, I never discuss my finances.”

“I’m sure it’s wonderful, but I’m not going to have any.”

“We never go to balls, but we’d love to see you privately.”

“I’m so sorry, but that’s not something I can help you with.”

“If you care to send me some written material, I’ll get in touch if I find
it interests me.”

“I didn’t realize what this involved, and I think I’d better bow out.”

And the ultimately correct, no-excuses refusal:

Dr. Peony Wiley
regrets that she is unable to accept
the exceedingly kind invitation of
Mr. and Mrs. Popinjay
for Saturday, the first of June

When “No” Is Kinder than “Yes”

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



I feel frustrated when I make a request of a friend or coworker and they
answer my question in a vague manner, avoid answering the question
altogether or even sometimes say yes, and then back out at the last minute
with an excuse like they did not have enough time to fulfill the request.

It seems pretty clear to me that sometimes people simply do not want to
honor a request made of them but do not respond in an honest manner. I feel
it is okay to decline the request of a friend or colleague so I do not
understand why people just don’t say no in the first place.

Is telling a person “no” in nonverbal communication more appropriate
than straightforward communication? Is indirect communication more
appropriate than direct communication in professional and personal
relationships?

GENTLE READER:

In some societies, it is. Elaborate conventions exist to enable people to
field or ignore a request so as to make clear that it has been refused—while
also conveying how much pain it costs to refuse.

We don’t go in for that sort of subtlety; we pride ourselves on our
frankness. Yet Miss Manners is amazed and touched that in a society that
suffers from only-too-straightforward communication, often in the form of a
raised finger, many people still feel that it is rude to refuse any request.
Also, they think they have to supply an excuse, which will be led into a
tangle of implausible lies.

So they hedge. As you have noticed, this causes more trouble to those
who mistakenly think their requests have been granted than if they were
refused outright.

The polite way to refuse is to precede the denial with an apology but no
excuse: “Oh, I’m terribly sorry, but I can’t.” “I’d love to, but I’m afraid it’s
impossible.” “Unfortunately, I can’t, but I hope you can find someone.”

It is not more polite to say, “Well, sure, if I can finish up my other stuff
and I don’t have another assignment, only my stepson may be in town then
and I’m having trouble with my car, so I don’t know.”

An Example

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



How do you say no—without appearing stingy—to someone who wants
to borrow your cell phone to make a call? On several occasions, friends,
acquaintances, and once a complete stranger at a bus stop have asked to use
my phone. They may see it as a simple call, but it ends up draining my
battery and inflating my bill.

GENTLE READER:

Was the stranger at the bus stop lying on the sidewalk bleeding? There
are circumstances under which you must let people use your cellular
telephone, although that is the only one that comes to Miss Manners’ mind.

Otherwise, the best way to say no is with much regret but no
explanation: “Oh, I’m afraid not, I'm so sorry, I can’t let you, I wish I
could.” No polite person would argue with this, but an impolite one could
be told “It’s a restricted line.” Indeed it is. You are restricting its use to
yourself.

COMMON ANNOYANCES

Annoying Those with Disabilities

It was the popular belief that etiquette is simply a matter of acting
naturally that drove Miss Manners from her comfortable chaise longue into
this business. Miss Manners does not want people to act naturally; she
wants them to act civilly. Nowhere is the difference more evident than in
the uncivil way most people naturally treat those with disabilities. You turn
a well-meaning, good-hearted, average, sensitive citizen loose on someone
who is not as able-bodied as himself, and just watch the well-meaning,
good-hearted insults fly.

Why do the Temporarily Able-bodied, as they have been called, behave
so unpleasantly to others? Perhaps out of fear that such a fate could befall
them, but Miss Manners is not interested in hearing excuses. Insults to those
with handicaps seem to be based on the absurd assumption that they are not
full-functioning adults and therefore—Ilike patients or children—must do as
others think best for them. That is why people cheerfully invade their
privacy, address them with patronizingly false good cheer and blithely
overrule their expressed wishes.

A typically sympathetic person will think nothing of accosting another
human being, if he or she is in a wheelchair, demanding to know what is



“wrong.” This is personal information which someone may or may not want
to volunteer. As a lady with disabilities of Miss Manners’ acquaintance put
it, “You wouldn’t go up to a person and ask, ‘Hey, why are you so ugly?’”
Nor should you lean close into the face of someone you hardly know with
what she describes as “that gooey smile.”

Miss Manners fails to see why a person seated in a wheelchair should
be approached differently from one seated in an ordinary chair—one leans
at an acceptable distance or sits nearby, and does not clutch the arm of
another’s chair—or why the ordinary rules of conversation, as to taste or
lack of it, should not apply.

Along with the presumption about lack of privacy there is an
assumption about a lack of sexuality. Miss Manners has long since learned
not to make such assumptions about anyone.

Another area of offensiveness is the matter of offering assistance. A
polite person will offer assistance to anyone who seems in need of it, but
the key word here is “offer.” People with disabilities often find, to their
peril, that assistance is given to them after they have declined it or contrary
to their instructions on what assistance would be helpful. If such a person
has some aid, such as a cane or a Seeing Eye dog, it should be entirely
under his or her control. Attempts to grab the cane arm or to pet a dog on
duty are as helpful as playing with the controls of a car someone else is
driving. If there is an accompanying companion, that assistant is not to be
presumed to be a guardian. You address all people directly, instead of
talking about them in the third person in their presence, and when you talk
to a deaf person, you face him, not his interpreter.

Some leeway is allowed to children when they ask “What is wrong with
you?” or “How do you operate that thing?” But this is only because
everybody understands that children don’t know any better than to act
naturally.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

A new family moved in next door to us with a daughter who is about
the same age as my roommates (early twenties) and I. We want to be
friendly, but don’t know anything about how to be helpful to the blind,
which she is. For instance, when I was introduced, I blurted out, “You must
come see us sometime,” and then nearly died because I realized that, of
course, she can’t see.



GENTLE READER:

You may well be embarrassed. A woman in her twenties who does not
know the difference between the literal and figurative use of a simple word
like “see” ought to be ashamed of herself. Blindness means that a person
literally cannot see and nothing more. When dealing with the blind,
therefore, one makes some adjustments relating to lack of vision, but no
others. One does not, for example, change one’s manner of speaking. Blind
people use and understand the language like everyone else.

For some strange reason, people often assume that a blind person must
have other disabilities, physical and mental. This is rude, as well as
illogical. One does not shout at the blind, one does not ask their companions
about them as if they did not understand, one does not touch them without
permission and one does not assume that they are lost or helpless as a
matter of course. One of the greatest handicaps the blind have to deal with
is the number of people who will pounce on them while they are minding
their own business and start pushing them around, literally as well as
figuratively.

There are, however, things you can do if you want to be helpful to your
neighbor. (Do not expect Miss Manners to congratulate you on initiating the
friendship; it is neither more nor less charming than welcoming any new
neighbor, for the purpose of giving friendship the chance to develop or not
as it will.) Identify yourself when you see her. She may learn to recognize
your voice, but “Hi” is a short sample to go by, guessing games are
atrocious for all people under all circumstances and a friendly wave is no
help at all. You should also announce your departures, so that she is not left
talking to you after you are gone. Do as you would in a telephone
conversation.

Mention whatever you see that might be useful or amusing for her to
know. “There’s a plate of cucumber sandwiches on the table to your right,”
“Here comes Mrs. Awful heading straight for you, and does she look
furious,” “You dropped your napkin near your left foot,” “Erica’s pearls
don’t look real,” “We’ve moved the piano across the room since you were
here last,” “The man who keeps bumping against you is General Nuisance,
whose wife is over by the bar.”

When she really does seem to need help, offer it orally: “Do you want to
take my arm going down the stairs?” Miss Manners should not have to
remind you it is always considered polite to take no for an answer. If your



neighbor asks for help, it is helpful to give it without unsolicited advice or
editing. If you read a menu to her, read the whole menu, with prices, not
what you think she might like; and if you read her mail to her, do not
interpret it.

The basic rules of identification, offering specific information, and
refraining from molestation also apply to blind strangers. “I’m waiting for
the bus too, and the T-7 is coming” is preferable to mugging a person
silently to shove him on the bus; and “Stop! There’s a pothole in front of
you!” is more useful than a general “Watch out!” which could apply
literally to an escaped lion’s coming down the street or figuratively to the
idea that inflation is going to get us all. Do you see?

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

All right, my day is now complete. I just got yelled at by a white-haired
old lady in a wheelchair for trying to help her into the intersection when the
light turned green. You know what she said? “F off, buddy.” Nice?
No doubt, I am a pig for trying to help her, and also a racist and an
oppressor of the poor, handicapped, and elderly. I have learned my lesson
about that. I promise never to try to be a gentleman again. But you know
what else? I am damn sick of people hating me for trying to be a nice guy.
And I can't stand it any longer. I am going to go out and punch the first
sweet little old lady I see right in the mouth. What do you think of that?
Hurrah for modern manners.

GENTLE READER:

There, there. Please try to calm yourself. Miss Manners doesn’t hate
you. Miss Manners knows you meant well. You just sob quietly on Miss
Manners’ shoulder for a minute, and when you feel up to it, she will explain
to you what happened.

All right? Feel a little better now? The desire to help people is a noble
one. But you must first make sure that they are in need of help. Surely the
smallest Boy Scout has learned by now that it doesn’t count as a good deed
to help an old lady across the street if she doesn’t want to cross the street—
or if she doesn’t want to be helped. You made an assumption that the old
lady in the wheelchair must be in need of help; must be, in a word, helpless.
But how do you suppose that she got to the intersection where you saw her?
Did she fall out of a nursing home window, wheelchair and all?



No, you have to assume that she got there after having set out, knowing,
as all rational beings do, the extent of her own capabilities. You also have to
realize, when you think about it, that a wheelchair occupant is bound to
know more about how to handle a wheelchair than you, as a passerby. Your
assistance may have endangered not only her dignity, as a person entitled to
be considered in control of herself unless she specifically asks for help, but
it may also have endangered her safety.

Miss Manners dearly hopes you will not discontinue helping damsels in
distress, and mensels too, for that matter. Just make sure, before you do so,
that they are in distress. Helping someone into distress, however
courteously, is not a good deed.

Annoying the Stricken

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Someone in our office collapsed suddenly, and a crew of paramedics
had to be called. They gave him assistance right there and then took him to
the hospital on a stretcher. We were all terribly concerned, and many of us
stood around until he was taken away, only to be told later, by some co-
workers, that it was awful of us to watch what was going on. This was not a
stranger who had an accident on the street—this was someone we work
with, and we were there because we wanted to see if he would be all right.

GENTLE READER:

Nevertheless, the same rule applies as at accidents. If you cannot fulfill
the need for medical or practical assistance, help fill the need for privacy.
The discipline required for studying medicine is nothing compared to that
needed to stifle one’s curiosity.

Annoying the Pious

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

When entering my Episcopal Church, we have traditionally knelt in
silent prayer and kept quiet before the service starts. Recently it sounds
more like a cocktail party than a sanctuary.



A whispered “good morning” I can accept, but I was recently subjected
to details ranging from what was cooking at home to a thoroughly explicit
medical report of the innards of the man behind me, plus his home
improvement project.

This seems to be happening all over the country. At my niece’s church,
ballet performances are part of the service. A friend hears business
contracts all but signed-sealed-and-delivered while waiting to worship.

Good Lord, deliver us.

GENTLE READER:

First, He is going to have to get the churchgoers’ attention. Miss
Manners would think that the clergy might feel obliged to point out to those
who consider their churches to be social, entertainment and business centers
that occasionally someone does go there to pray.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

As a child, T was taught never to applaud in church. Now it is very
common in my church and others I have attended. It seems that everything
—singing, speeches or any type of performance—is followed by someone
saying “Let’s give them a big hand.” Everybody applauds except me. Is this
right or wrong?

GENTLE READER:

You are right, but brace yourself. A lot of angry churchgoers are going
to come at you with that quote about making a joyful noise unto the Lord.

Miss Manners is delighted that they have the joyful noise idea, and is all
for music, speaking and other decently appropriate forms of worship. But
she is afraid the good people missed that part about its being directed unto
the Lord, and not unto themselves. Their pleasure may be great, but it is
incidental to the purpose of worship, and they should not attempt to usurp
the Lord’s power of passing judgment on those who are worshipping Him.
If God wishes to applaud in church, He may, but it is inappropriate for
anyone else to do so.

Annoying the Literary



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

When I read the newspaper at the breakfast table, my wife, who has
another section of the paper in front of her, starts reading the back of the
section I am holding up. So do my children, who ordinarily wouldn’t read
anything. It’s not just a family problem, either. People do it when I'm
reading on the bus. I find it annoying to have people lurking behind me
while I’'m trying to read, shifting about if I happen to drop the paper down
slightly to hold my coffee cup or whatever. If I then offer my section to my
wife, she always says, “Oh, no, I don’t want it, I was just looking at that one
little thing that caught my eye.” Do you consider it legitimate for people to
read the backs of other people’s papers?

GENTLE READER:

Within reason, yes. Miss Manners believes it is one’s duty to contribute
to an informed public. However, when they start asking you to turn the
page, reason and duty end.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Once you loaned a book, or someone has loaned you a book, what is the
appropriate length of time for returning it? I’m not talking about a $6
paperback; I would not expect that to be returned to me (although I'd
probably return it if I were the “loanee”). I'm talking about your average
$25-$35 hardback. And then, is it appropriate to ask for it back after that
length of time has passed?

GENTLE READER:

The time to get the book back is when the borrower no longer mentions
the book, either with literary pronouncements or with the excuse of being
about to get to it any day now. It is then that you know it is on its way to
being no longer considered yours. In the first instance, Miss Manners
recommends saying, “If you’re finished with it, I’1l take it back,” and in the
second, “Why don’t I take it back now, in case I need it, and you’ll let me
know when you have time.”

Annoying Animals



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I hate it when animals jump on me, but other people’s pets are always
doing so. Dogs, particularly, are such sycophants that they always ignore
the guests who are trying to pet them and throw themselves at animal
haters, such as myself. I’'m not flattered by this repulsive attention. I’m not
above kicking a pesky pet, either, when the owner isn’t looking, but what
can I do to get rid of it when my host is looking right at me?

GENTLE READER:

The most tactful thing to do would be to announce an allergy. This is
not strictly a lie if you define “allergic” loosely, the way sophisticated
children have learned to do, as in, “I think I’'m allergic to vegetables.” And
stop kicking animals. Miss Manners assures you that while vague
references to medical conditions elicit sympathy, viciousness does not.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

This problem may be outside your bailiwick. It concerns the neighbors’
dogs and the stretch of sidewalk and grassy parking that I am responsible
for. When the dogs are out on their own, a well-aimed missile, the business
end of the garden hose, or just a loud, threatening noise can usually
discourage them. The dog walkers, when the dogs have them out on a leash,
could probably be discouraged in the same fashion, but this doesn’t seem
quite—well, quite.

If the proper procedure is to speak to them, what is the proper thing to
say? I hesitate to try speaking ad lib, because it makes me so doggone mad I
don’t know what I would end up saying. If they are so certain that using the
area I mow, rake, and walk on for a canine latrine is so unobjectionable,
why don’t they do themselves a great big favor and train their dogs to use
their own front lawn? Signs tacked on the trees saying “Please curb your
dog” are not the answer. I have to get in and out of my car along that curb.

GENTLE READER:

If refraining from defecating on other people’s property is not a matter
of basic manners, Miss Manners would like to know what is. However, you
seem to be dealing with two species who do not realize this, and while your
method of notifying the unaccompanied dogs is working, Miss Manners
agrees that turning a garden hose on a neighbor is not a good way of asking



for his consideration. You must do so in words, and should do it as
pleasantly and neutrally as possible, when you are first informing him of
your feelings. “Please don’t have your dog use my property,” for example.
If this is ignored, the problem is no longer one of correcting ignorance, and
you may allow yourself to inject some of your feelings into your words.

Complaining

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

In an attempt to beat the heat last night, I went to my local coffeehouse
and camped out in the air-conditioning with an iced chai and a book.

A woman sat down three chairs away. She flipped open her laptop, and
suddenly the speakers began playing an Italian language tutorial. Since I
don’t speak Italian, and have no desire to learn, I found this frustrating.

After 30 minutes of this, she treated us to music from her laptop. The
establishment had been playing Nina Simone over the loudspeakers—
quietly—but she drowned it out with her discordant heavy metal. Glares
and dirty looks failed to elicit a response. Finally, frustrated, I got up and
stalked out into the heat.

Oddly enough, the gentlemen sitting next to me had a conversation at
almost the same decibel level, but I didn’t find this offensive at the least.

Both you and my mother have always said it’s rude to tell someone
when they are being rude. But is there anyway to inform this young lady
that she is impinging her will upon the rest of the customers and that this is
not done in polite society? Perhaps she honestly didn’t know any better—
her mama didn’t teach her the same things mine did.

Ok, that’s ingenuous, but it was the only approach I could think of and
stay within the bounds of manners. Thoughts, possible future solutions?
The weather-man says it’s going to be hot again next week and this may
happen again.

GENTLE READER:

Sorry, but neither your mother nor Miss Manners considers the
pseudopitying comment that the offender doesn’t know any better to be
exempt from the rule against calling people rude.



You do not inform the offender; you inform the coffeehouse
management. As these become more like sixteenth-century coffeehouses,
each will have to decide whether it wants to be a home for the noisemakers
or the quiet types, and customers will have to choose.

Correcting

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What does one do when the bearded gentleman you may be talking with
at a cocktail party has a few crumbs of cake or quiche in his beard?
Likewise, when a person you know, perhaps but slightly, has spinach stuck
between his or her front teeth? Do we gently tell them, ignore it all, or, in
the case of the beard, lean over and brush it off?

GENTLE READER:

You are talking about a problem of such complex delicacy that it
requires exquisite tact to judge each individual instance. Miss Manners can
see that you realize that there can be no one solution applicable to all such
situations. You do not, for example, suggest leaning over and picking the
spinach out of someone’s front teeth.

Here are some guidelines for making a judgment:

1. Is this something that others are likely to notice?

2. Is this something that the victim is likely to realize after it’s too late to
do anything about it?

3. Is there a way of correcting the problem without seeming to take it
seriously?

For example, one of the severest cases of That Sinking Feeling is
brought on when one returns home, satisfied that one has been unusually
witty and merry at a dinner party, and then sees, in the bathroom mirror, that
one has spinach on the teeth. It does not take long to calculate when the
spinach was consumed and for how long afterward one displayed one’s
triumphant smile. This is not a nice feeling. In the case of a crumby beard,
one may possibly assume, especially if one has a quiche-colored beard, that
no one else has noticed it.



Miss Manners would therefore point out the spinach but ignore the
crumb, unless the crumb could not possibly have gone unnoticed—if it
were an inch square, say, and covered with tomato sauce.

Now we get to how to do this. The corrector should seem to have some
doubt, in order to convince the sufferer that the problem is only barely
noticeable. “Excuse me—I can’t quite tell. Is there something on your
tooth?” Or perhaps the brushing off of a crumb could be accomplished with
a slightly flirtatious gesture. (You begin to see why delicate individual
judgment is required.) If you think your examples are difficult, what about
the lady of Miss Manners’ acquaintance who only realized after a tea at the
State Department, in the days when pants were considered dressy, that her
fly had been open all the time and nobody had told her? She still holds this
against each and every woman at that tea.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Can you tell me a tactful way of letting a friend know that she is getting
too fat?

GENTLE READER:
Can you tell Miss Manners a tactful reason for wanting to do so?

RELATIONS BETWEEN THE GENDERS
Taking Offense
Technically, there is no such thing as accidental rudeness. Try to
remember this when you are stabbed with an umbrella, trodden on, given a
dial tone after being told to “hold” on the telephone, greeted by a name that
is not yours, stood up by a dinner guest or sneezed upon. However, a true
insult, Miss Manners believes, must be intentional. The insulter must
understand what is expected, and do either something else or nothing at all.
Today, however, the insult threshold seems to have lowered below this
standard. All sorts of people are running around sulking, pouting, acting
huffy or retaliating as the result of kindly meant actions. This is most
apparent in the relationships between gentlemen and ladies, partly because
these are still open to misinterpretation, and also because everything always
becomes more apparent when it’s between gentlemen and ladies.



A gentleman holds the door open for a lady, and she sails through,
insulted by the suggestion that she is too weak to manage the door herself.
A lady gives her seat in the subway to a gentleman many years her senior,
and he haughtily rejects it because it seems to suggest that the power of his
manhood is past. A married woman is insulted by being considered socially
as half a couple, so that she is not invited when her husband cannot or will
not attend. An unmarried man is insulted by being invited socially without
his live-in lover’s being included.

Some women are insulted by being styled “Ms.,” others by “Mrs.” or
“Miss.” Couples are insulted by being addressed conventionally by those
who do not know which name they have decided is to come first, or how
they have used their mutual inheritance of surnames for themselves and
their children.

All this has got to stop. There is little enough courtesy in the world,
Miss Manners has observed; we cannot afford to go around rejecting what
attempts to pass for it. In chaotic times, a consideration of motivation
becomes important. Complete ignorance of prevailing manners is not much
of an excuse, but perhaps it is a little—in unfortunate children whose
parents brought them up to be free rather than civilized. But ignorance of
revisions in manners since one was reared, or of the custom-made
preferences of individuals, is more of an excuse.

It is true that manners grow and change, as does language, but also true
that traditional usage has a special sweetness to those who have long known
it. What social reformers must realize is that there can be a gap between
reason and habit. It is rude to subject tiny courtesies to philosophical
scrutiny.

The polite thing to do has always been to address people as they wish to
be addressed, to treat them in a way they think dignified. But it is equally
important to accept and tolerate different standards of courtesy, not
expecting everyone else to adapt to one’s own preferences. Only then can
we hope to restore the insult to its proper social function of expressing true
distaste.

Taking History

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



In my eighth grade history class, we came upon the subject that women
have equal rights to men. We talked about how men used to be the
dominators and that women were known as wives, end of sentence.

Women have come far in their fight for equal rights. But men still pull
out the chairs for women to sit down in and they still open doors for women
and say, “Ladies first.” So for the sake of manners, is it still right that men
are treating women better than women are treating men?

GENTLE READER:

Are they? Surely someone in your class must be arguing that such
gestures of deference are actually bad treatment, intended to humiliate and
handicap women by marking them as helpless.

Not that Miss Manners is taking that position, or yours either. But then,
she has had enough advanced etiquette history to know that both have
elements of truth and neither tells the full story. (Nor does your conclusion
that women were “wives, end of sentence.” Many managed to distinguish
themselves in various fields in spite of barriers and prejudices.) Chivalric
etiquette was an improvement on the previous system of “Ladies never.”
Nevertheless, symbolically declaring women too superior to run the
everyday world had an amazingly similar effect to declaring them too
inferior. And by the way, chivalry originally applied only to upper-class
ladies, and while a version of it was extended to the middle class in the
nineteenth century, it never inspired anyone to defer to the lower classes.

In order to debate whether remnants of this system should still be
practiced, you must understand the cultural and sentimental part that
tradition plays in history. The manners at any given time are not an exact fit
with a society’s philosophy, nor should they be. It takes a while for
consensus to build, even—or especially—for the most morally sound
changes, and progress is not helped by the abrupt condemnation of familiar
ways.

Still, everything evolves, and sometimes needs help to do so sensibly.
The trick is to be able to distinguish practices that might be harmful from
those that are merely graceful. If the boys in your class opened doors for the
girls and pulled out their desk chairs for them, it would emphasize gender
differences just when you are supposed to try to forget them and
concentrate on your work. But would you welcome a rule that as everyone
is equal, you all have to dress alike for the prom?



Defining Jobs

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I understand that the practice replacing gender specific terms with
neutral ones, for instance, “waiter” and “waitress” being replaced with the
generic “server,” began to prevent gender-based exclusion. And I appreciate
substitutes such as “letter carrier” for “mailman,” “fire fighter” for
“fireman,” “police officer” for “policeman,” and “chair” for “chairman,” as
each of the traditional terms implies that a woman could not take up that
vocation.

But I find it troublesome to think that perfectly acceptable and
commonly used gender specific phrases have become politically incorrect.
What is degrading about being a “waitress” or a “stewardess”? And why are
actresses now calling themselves female actors? It seems as though women
would hate to be taken as feminine and so they are adopting gender neutral
titles.

I affirm the need for neutrality when it excludes the other gender from a
given profession. But why must we fall to the least common denominator
when there are perfectly familiar and comfortable gender specific terms? I
realize that this inquiry may seem a bit old-fashioned. For what it’s worth, I
am 24 years old and simply hate to think that I’m living in a world where 1
must keep my womanhood under wraps.

GENTLE READER:

If you are puzzled, you can imagine the bewilderment of a sweet, old-
fashioned feminist like Miss Manners. She has no problem with the gender-
neutral terms, such as “server” what bothers her is when male terms are
used to replace female ones. Little did she think that, as part of the effort to
assert female dignity by disallowing grown-ups to call them “girls,” women
would then endorse being addressed as “guys.”

The nomenclature we have been using for ladies and gentlemen of
various professions is the haphazard result of meandering tradition. That’s
the way it is with many things in the charmingly wayward discipline of
etiquette. Why has it been considered dignified to call women actresses and
hostesses but belittling to call them poetesses or lady doctors? Miss
Manners can’t tell you, but she knows it to be true.



Stodgy as she is, she is not for changing just for the sake of uniformity.
But if there has to be change, she would rather it be in the direction of
establishing more female titles, rather than making the male ones universal.

Miss Manners’ intent here would be the same as those going in the
opposite direction—to make the point that ladies are just as legitimately
members of the profession as gentlemen. But it strikes her that using only
masculine titles says symbolically that these are jobs for gentlemen,
although they may now be filled by ladies, where using both puts the factor
of gender with the job-holder, rather than the job itself, which should be
gender neutral.

Defining Job Etiquette

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My husband, who works in engine research, mostly works with men,
although the company hires women engineers and chemists. He has always
wanted me to do my very best, encouraged me through school and to full
time work, and is also caring and encourages other women to seek their
potentials.

At work, he’s going through a door and a woman walks up behind him.
He opens the door and allows her to go ahead of him. “I’ve got two good
arms,” she retorts.

My husband was speechless. Still is. He resisted the urge to run inside
and hold the door shut, but how does one respond in this situation?

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners finds this question discouraging. She has been trying for
decades now to get across two not-so-simple ideas, and if she had
succeeded, this problem would have been stamped out by now.

Not rudely, of course. That’s one of the two lessons.

Deliberately interpreting an obviously kindly meant courtesy as an
insult is something Miss Manners classifies as a high crime. The society
really does not need vigilantes to go around stamping out the pitifully few
remaining attempts to be polite. Anyone who is eager to be pushed aside—
and to have any genuine need for help met by “Whatsa matter, lady, your
arms broke?”—can surely get her fill.



At the same time, Miss Manners has been trying to teach the idea that
gender-specific manners are out of place in professional life. Manners that
seem to say “Oh, my, stop everything, there’s a lady here!” may be
charming socially, but they are a handicap to those who are trying to be
identified primarily as, in this case, engineers.

So if your husband had held the door because the engineer behind him
had her hands full, or he always steps back and helps others, he was entirely
in the right. If he did it to show gallantry to a lady, his courtesy was
misplaced.

None of this remotely excuses another’s being rude. Miss Manners
trusts that your husband’s fantasy about retaliatory rudeness is just a soul-
satisfying fantasy. Because if he did what he suggested, he would be
adopting exactly the bad manners he has just asked Miss Manners to
condemn.

(For more about workplace etiquette, please see chapter 29.) Being
Ladylike

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Those of us working for women’s rights have been advised to take a
“ladylike” approach. We tried emulating the behavior of our opposition, but

this hardly seemed ladylike. Could you provide a precise definition of
“ladylike”?

GENTLE READER:

A lady is, above all, someone who is passionately concerned that others
be treated with dignity, fairness and justice. It has always been considered
ladylike, for instance, to fight for these things on behalf of children, animals
and one’s husband. The difficulty you are encountering on the subject is
that many people do not consider it ladylike to fight that battle on one’s
own behalf. Therefore, if a woman truly wishes to be ladylike, she will fight
for dignity, fairness and justice not for herself but for all other women.

Being Gentlemanly

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



I was brought up as a gentleman and attempt to be one as much as I can.
I have frequently been disappointed at the lack of manners from my fellow
gentlemen. At a formal event in Washington, D.C., with mostly southerners
in attendance, I did as I was supposed to by standing when a lady rose from
my table and standing when she returned as well as getting the chair of the
woman next to me.

To my horror, none of the other men at the table stood nor at other
tables. I also noticed men starting to eat their dinners immediately after it
was placed in front of them when some of the ladies have not yet been
served. What do you make of all this?

At one event, I was seated with an old southern congressman who was
physically capable of standing yet ignored his manners completely. I wasn’t
sure whether to continue with my manners and risk embarrassing the senior
member present or follow his lead. I chose the latter only to learn later that I
should have ignored his senior status. It just disappoints me that men are
unsure and awkward in showing their proper manners. Are old fashioned
manners dead and if so, do I risk being ostracized for continuing them?

GENTLE READER:

As a native Washingtonian, Miss Manners can assure you that flouting
the rules to meet the lowest general standard is a dreadful idea that regularly
backfires.

Whatever camaraderie this produces quickly evaporates when the
behavior is called into question. For example, if a high-ranking lady
complained of rude treatment, a canny congressman would explain that he
had a medical reason for not rising or waiting to eat, but that you must be a
lout.

Of course, Miss Manners believes you should do the right thing because
it is the right thing, not because you might get caught. But as she
mentioned, she is a Washingtonian.

Gender-related Gestures

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Is there an etiquette rule concerning the crossing of knees? I ask
because I must soon take oral comprehensives to qualify for my master’s



degree at a local university. During these interviews, appearances are
important. Unfortunately, I recently skinned my right knee playing Frisbee,
and I would like to cross my left leg over my right knee to hide the rather
unattractive scab. Slacks are out of the question, and I do not believe the
board of examiners would appreciate it if I stood for the entire interview.
(My skirt would be long enough to cover the scab if I were standing.) Can
you offer me any guidance?

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners will refrain from pointing out that your problem arises
from the fact that you were out playing Frisbee when you should have been
studying for your orals. Here is a quick course in knee-crossing: Neither
gentlemen nor ladies properly cross their knees, and the fact that this is
universally done does not make it right. A gentleman’s at-ease posture
while seated is to place one ankle upon the opposite knee. A lady’s is to
cross her ankles. Take care that the examiners do not uncover other such
areas of ignorance in you.

Opening Doors

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My friend is always very sweet and opens doors for me. I was
wondering what to do in a situation where there are two doors in a row. He
opens the first for me and I walk through. Should I stand at the next door
and wait for him to open it for me or should I open it myself? When I open
it myself, he rushes up and holds it open for my last few steps through the
door. Would it be more polite for me to just wait for him?

GENTLE READER:

It seems to Miss Manners that you are going to have to wait for him, on
one side of that door or the other. Surely you don’t contemplate tearing
ahead and leaving him behind. A gentleman who performs graceful gestures
without belligerently objecting on the grounds that they are not fair is worth
keeping. What you need to learn is a ladylike pause between the doors,
where you seem to be advancing and may even hold up a delicate hand as if



you plan to fend for yourself, but allow him to overtake you, half-turning
your head as he does to give him a grateful smile.

Opening Car Doors

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What should an enlightened male do to help a (presumably also
enlightened) female into his (or her) car? My boyfriend feels that it is
demeaning to the woman when the man opens her door, waits around until
she gets all tucked in (probably fuming impatiently), and then closes the
door after her. At present, I notice he unlocks and opens my door for me,
leaving me to close it for myself. I find this quite satisfactory and I agree
that most women have no difficulty mustering the strength to close a car
door. (We both feel that mothers and grandmothers should be treated in the
traditional manner if they are accustomed to it.) My boyfriend wonders if
not shutting the woman’s car door after her would be frowned upon at a
formal occasion.

I also feel it is a gesture of respect to open a friend’s door first if I am
taking someone into my car, but I notice that most men are uncomfortable
with this. It seems to me that women are let off too easily where manners
are concerned. Equal rights demand equal courtesy from us. But rarely do I
see another woman so much as reach across to unlock her escort’s door
from the inside—something that seems a basic courtesy.

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners has a puzzling time trying to decide why one courtesy is
“demeaning” and another is a “gesture of respect,” and therefore would like
to forget the entire symbolic aspect of this ritual. Once we agree that the
opening and shutting of car doors will not be a test of character or physical
strength, we are left with two methods of accomplishing the opening: the
traditional and the practical.

If the traditional is performed, it should not be half done. The gentleman
who has opened a door for a lady must also close it, preferably after waiting
for her to pull her leg inside the car. It is also permissible for men and
women to open doors for themselves and unlock them for each other. The
difficulty comes only when the two methods are employed at the same time,



as when the lady waits patiently inside the car because she is following the
first method, while the gentleman, who is following the second, departs
from the parking lot and enters, say, a restaurant, only noticing that
something is wrong when the captain asks if he wants a table for one. The
other consequence of mixed methods that you mention, the discomfort of
some men when women attempt to be helpful and courteous to them, is
very low down on Miss Manners’ list of things to fret about.

Pushing Chairs

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

A waiter in a fancy restaurant tried to push my chair in for me, and
nearly catapulted me into the sharp edge of the table. Not many men
perform this service anymore, which is probably just as well for the
hospitalization insurance rates, but what does a woman do if they attempt
it?

GENTLE READER:

This is a confusion between the performance of a courtesy and the
performance of a useful function, and Miss Manners is not surprised that
the result of so basic a misunderstanding may be fractured kneecaps. The
proper procedure for a man pushing in the chair of a woman has nothing
whatever to do with moving her chair physically. It goes as follows: She
approaches the chair. He puts a hand on the back of the chair. She sits on
the chair. She scoots along toward the table, surreptitiously dragging the
chair with her by means of her own hand, placed stealthily behind her knees
to grip the front of the chair seat. The gentleman allows his hand to move
along with the back of the chair as she scuttles toward the table. She then
turns and gives him a half-smile to acknowledge her indebtedness for his
contribution to her comfort.

Using Stairs

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
A young woman from my office who lives near me takes the same bus
to work every day that I do. We have even occasionally paid each other’s



fares when one or the other of us doesn’t have the exact change. Since we
work at the same place, naturally we get off at the same stop. I want to be
correct with her, but always letting her go first has been awkward. When we
get on, does it depend on who pays the fares? How about getting off? She
seems to stand back then, and one of these days we’re going to miss our
stop.

GENTLE READER:

A lady gets off a bus after the gentleman with her, although she boards
the bus before. The same is true of any staircase they ascend or descend
together. That way, if she can’t make the steps in either direction, he will be
there to catch her, or, failing that, to provide a soft surface on which she can
fall. This order need not be violated if she pays both fares. She merely fixes
the bus driver’s attention with a half-smile and nods toward the
accompanying gentleman to indicate the financial relationship.

Making Overtures

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Usually, lots of men I pass by on the street say “hi” to me. I assume it’s
flirting. Most of the time I just ignore it and walk right by, since I don’t
want to stop walking and say “hi” to a stranger, I don’t even know what his
intentions are! But lately I’ve felt that what I do seems pretty rude and I
think I’'m coming off as unapproachable, and I was wondering what is the
best way to deal with this kind of situation without being rude.

GENTLE READER:

If you want to seem approachable—which Miss Manners understands to
be the same as not wanting to seem unapproachable—you might respond,
“Hi, honey. Are you lonesome?”

She does not recommend this. What you were already doing is the
correct behavior, not because you don’t know what a strange man’s
intentions are toward you, but because you do.

Dueling



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Even in the best of company and the most genteel of circumstances, it
can happen that a man hideously insults one’s wife. Given that dueling,
alas, is outmoded, what is the best approach for the gentleman? Just how
forceful can and should one become?

GENTLE READER:

Even in the heyday of the duel, there were gentlemen who preferred the
cutting remark, or the cut direct of refusing to acknowledge the existence of
a cad, to playing around with swords or pistols, which can be dangerous.
Such cutting is still legal. Let Miss Manners give you a warning, however.
A gentleman who attempts to defend his wife’s honor without obtaining her
full agreement to the idea that she has been hideously insulted will soon
find that his life is no longer worth living.

THE VIRTUOUS LIFE IN WICKED CITIES
Urban Neighbors

Good fences may or may not make good neighbors, but shared walls,
particularly when the people living on different sides park their electronic
equipment against them, certainly do not. Miss Manners would therefore
like to spell out some special rules of neighborliness, based on city living.

Urban neighborliness means that one has an obligation to notice
disreputable characters who seem to be fooling around with a neighbor’s
house, and to report them. Urban neighborliness also means that one has an
obligation not to notice disreputable characters whom one’s neighbor has
invited to his house for purposes of fooling around.

A person who lives in the city should take in his neighbor’s mail and
newspaper when requested, so that the house whose tenant is absent will not
seem deserted. A person who lives in the city should not take in the papers
or magazines of those living in nearby apartments if the owners are merely
late risers.

Friendly gossip about the neighbors is as much a part of city as country
living. It is not, however, friendly to pass on possibly damaging speculation
about one’s neighbors, particularly if interviewed about them by the Federal
Bureau of Investigation.



Greater individuality is permitted in the city than in small towns or
suburbs. Provided that your hours, your taste in music and the color you
paint your house suit the wishes of the person next door, there should be no
conflicts. And if there are, an impartial arbitrator is no farther away than the
corner squad car.

Territorial Disputes

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Every spring and fall, when the evening weather is fine, we have a
problem with our neighbors. We live in a first-floor apartment and all of our
windows open immediately onto the backyards and patios of a group of
individually owned town houses. Most of these town house types we never
see or hear, but one family, the one whose patio is directly off our
bedrooms, uses its patio continually in good weather. For four springs and
autumns, we have had to shut ourselves up in our apartment or have these
people hold their parties, discipline their children, and shush their barking
dog virtually in our bedrooms.

It is especially galling because they are very well off, we are not, and
their attitude toward us has always been contemptuous and condescending.
My complaints about parties have been met with, “Well, you see, we are
getting together with old friends from Harvard, and I am sure that whatever
momentary discomfort you feel is outweighed by our pleasure in seeing
these wonderful old friends.”

We’d like to move, but really can’t afford to. I’ve thought of calling the
police, but I can’t say that, objectively speaking, they are so very noisy; it’s
just that they’re in our laps when we want peace. We tried playing loud and
horrible music, but there’s a limit to how much Schoenberg I can listen to,
and seemingly no limit on how much they can stand. We no longer care
about maintaining any semblance of neighborliness; we just want them to
hold it down. They are not stupid or evil people, just remarkably callous
and thoughtless. If you have no ideas, I’'m afraid my husband is going to
pour battery acid on their car.

GENTLE READER:



That is not a good idea. You would only be giving them the opportunity
to sic the police or Schoenberg on you.

Please recognize that the villains here are not your neighbors, or even
Harvard (unless you can trace the problem to the School of Design), but
your architects, whoever they were. People should be able to entertain
friends from the college of their choice and discipline their children and
dogs in the free air without annoying their neighbors.

This is why Miss Manners recommends a semblance of neighborliness.
Approach them again, preferably with other apartment dwellers who have
been bothered by the noise. Miss Manners feels certain that they will
sympathize if you explain to them how awkward it is for you to be the
unwilling auditors of their family secrets and the indiscretions of their
guests.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

We live in an apartment in a large apartment building and try to be
considerate of our neighbors, in part by not making loud noises during
inappropriate times of day. Please tell us, when exactly are those times?

After what hour of the morning and before what hour of the evening is
it appropriate to run the vacuum cleaner in an apartment? Also, are these
times the same all seven days of the week, or are there extended hours on
weekends? We assure Miss Manners that we do avoid making loud noises at
all times throughout the day, but would like some advice for those times
when it is unavoidable.

GENTLE READER:

The advice is: Talk to the people who live in the apartment next to yours
on the right. Talk to the people who live in the apartment next to yours on
the left. Talk to the people who live in the apartment above you. And talk to
the people who live in the apartment below you. If you know their habits,
you may be able to work out a vacuuming schedule that suits them without
unduly inconveniencing yourself.

Miss Manners realizes that this involves making four inquiries as
opposed to the one that you made to her. But she can only tell you the
generalities—that reasonable quiet should be maintained approximately
from ten at night until eight in the morning and until ten on weekends. It
may turn out that your neighbors are on the night shift, have invalids or



babies who keep odd hours or were hoping themselves to vacuum at
midnight.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

We live in a nice apartment complex with two assigned parking spaces
in the garage, which are used by my wife and me. My daughter
consequently has no choice but to park on the residential street next to our
building. She has a convenient and favorite parking place close by that she
usually uses.

Yesterday, there was a note on her car that rudely, ending with an
exclamation point, asked her to make use of the apartment building’s
parking area. This note was presumably left by the people who live in the
house behind her usual parking spot. The local police station advised my
daughter that use of the street and all parking spaces is available to the
public.

My daughter would like to leave a strongly worded note on the porch of
the house in question to advise them of her rights, and then not park there
anymore to avoid further confrontation. What would Miss Manners advise
her to say?

GENTLE READER:

It seems to Miss Manners that your daughter does want confrontation;
indeed, that she wants it even more than she wants a parking space. She is
willing to give up the space, to which she is legally entitled, but can’t resist
snapping back at the people who complained.

So what your daughter apparently means by avoiding “further
confrontation” is that she wants to have the last word with the neighbors.
This would be the first time in the history of the world that rude people
became cowed and ashamed when counterattacked, rather than spurred on
to new rudeness.

Unless she wants both a parking problem and hostile neighbors, the
only thing left for her to try is politeness. Here is the sort of note she should
leave: “I am so sorry to have inconvenienced you, especially as I share your
frustration with the neighborhood parking problem. Unfortunately, I am
unable to get a parking place at the apartment complex, and the police had
nothing to suggest beyond reminding me that we are supposed to share
street spaces on a first-come, first-served basis. Please accept my



assurances that I will not park by your house when I am able to find space
elsewhere. Your neighbor...”

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

After large parties, I find my garbage cans filled to capacity. Is it
acceptable to place my empty whiskey bottles in a less social neighbor’s
trash can?

GENTLE READER:

There are two possible problems here. First, your neighbor may
suddenly take to drink and find that he has no room in his trash can for his
own whiskey bottles. Second, he may be hit by sudden fame and find that
the contents of his garbage can have become of interest to trashy
publications or government departments, in which case the profiles of him
they reconstruct as a result of your deposits will be misleading. Perhaps you
could place your empty soda bottles in his trash can, thus leaving room in
your trash can for your whiskey bottles. It would be a special nicety to ask
his permission, if you are planning to do this on a grand scale—“Would you
be so kind as to allow me to share your garbage can?”

Acknowledging Others

“Every time you walk down the street, everybody says hello.” This is a
statement that Miss Manners has heard in a variety of tones of voice: Proud,
as in “I come from a charming place! Folks here are soooo rude.”

Plaintive verging on petulant, as in “I come from a village. Just don’t
expect me to be as sophisticated as all you cos-mo-pol-itan types.”

Exasperated, as in “Is there no privacy around here at all?”

Rattled, as in “Who are these people, and what do they want from me?”

But if attitudes are contradictory about greeting and being greeted,
etiquette rules are even more so. Hikers properly greet those approaching
them on the trail, but tourists who happen to be visiting the same site do
not. Passengers on airplanes used to introduce themselves, but no longer do;
bus passengers sometimes do, only to find their seatmates making sudden
departures.

It is not always a question of the friendly approach being polite and its
omission being rude. It would be rude, for example, to greet someone you



know who is having a hilarious time with an incongruous-looking person
and who covers his face with the menu when he sees you coming. This
acquaintance is probably conducting important business and cannot spare
the time for social niceties. Nor would it be polite to roam around parking
lots at night offering greetings to strangers as they unlock their cars. Or for
unrelated adults to hang around school yards saying hello to stray children.

Yet the excuse of “I’m just trying to be friendly” always resonates with
Americans, for whom being open to friendship is a virtue. This is not
necessarily because we are bigger hearted than others, although Miss
Manners does not rule out that happy possibility. A country that began by
staking out sparsely populated territory and has continued ever since to be
an unusually mobile society has to condone making friends fast.

That was a huge departure from European customs, which Americans
then began to ridicule as snobbish. It is not a fair charge, even though we
needn’t feel sorry for people who were having such a good time ridiculing
Americans for being open.

Friendliness toward strangers is necessarily context dependent. When
you live in crowded cities, very likely spending your entire life in the same
one with all your nursery school classmates, you don’t need to make new
friends at every turn. What you need from strangers is for them to please
keep out of your way. And to refrain from scaring you.

You still must acknowledge those you know, those whom you
frequently encounter, and those with whom you have even fleeting business
transactions. In small towns or other restricted areas, such as a campus, that
may mean nearly everyone; in large cities, it may mean very few, but it does
include neighbors and shopkeepers.

Yet the tendency is either to chat up everyone including the express
checkout clerk trying to move the line (“And what about your cousins, are
they fine too?”) or to ignore next-door neighbors and tablemates at large
social gatherings.

To cover these different situations, there is a range of greetings: Dearest
friends and close, but not necessarily dear, relatives: kiss air near cheek,
once or serially, depending on local custom. Next circle, handshakes or
equivalent gestures, depending on generation.

Same encountered where silence is expected, for example at the movies
or a funeral: meaningful nod.



Household companions, neighbors, co-workers: acknowledgment upon
arrival and departure, ranging from “Good morning” and “Good evening”
to “Hi, is there some coffee made?” and “Okay, I’m out of here.”

Acquaintances glimpsed on the street: pleasant nod without breaking
stride.

Strangers: maintain stride without breaking into a smile.

Strangers with whom one is trapped, as at a wedding dinner or
shipwreck: full introduction.

Tourists

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Please, sometime, offer some put-downs for people who seek instant
information from complete strangers who are going about their business
and not bothering anyone. I seem to be the born victim of such people, who
stop me on the street wanting to know the time (because I am wearing a
highly unreliable watch) or when the shops open or, in the case of tourists
(with cameras for identification as such), where one can get a good
breakfast. This always seems a particularly stupid question to fire at an
obvious resident (without a camera) who has to get up and make it herself.
What’s the best way to squash such people? They usually ask for directions
when your arms are full of bundles so a blunt instrument isn’t too practical.

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners is not in the business of disseminating “put-downs” for
the purpose of humiliating problem-ridden strangers. It seems to Miss
Manners that even with a bad watch and full arms, the quickest way to
dispense with the problem is to say “Sorry—I don’t know.” May you never
be lost in a strange city where everyone else is busy minding her own
business.

Picketers
Although Miss Manners is a great believer in fresh air and acting out
one’s beliefs, she cannot say that she is happy to see so many people out
picketing these days. The weekly sums that unions are able to allow to
members who engage in this activity do not seem to Miss Manners to be



commensurate with the strenuousness of the job and the working conditions
on most sidewalks.

It is for this reason that Miss Manners would especially urge
consideration to picketers on the part of the public, quite aside from the
moral or social issues. Miss Manners also expects picketers to treat the
public with courtesy. So does the law, for that matter.

The conventions of picketing allow the striking workers to make known
their views through ritualistic marching in an orderly oval pattern, the
carrying of signs and distributing of leaflets. Miss Manners expects them to
observe the amenities by not making their signs obscene or forcing leaflets
on those who do not wish to take them.

Proper dress for picketers is either outdoor apparel appropriate to the
weather, or the working clothes of the striking profession. Miss Manners
was once glad to see Washington striking musicians wearing white tie, and
was even willing to waive for the occasion the general rule about not
wearing evening dress during the day. In return, Miss Manners expects the
public to remember the dignity of labor and not engage in undignified
behavior toward its representatives. This means no shouting at them, no
throwing of fruit or other objects and no deliberate jostling. It also means
that while one can decline to accept a leaflet, one may not take it and then
visibly treat it with contempt, such as tearing it up or throwing it on the
sidewalk. Ideological differences are no excuse for rudeness.

Pamphleteers

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

A lot of kids stand along the streets where I walk to work, handing
things out. Usually it’s religious pamphlets, but sometimes it is advertising
of one kind or another, or political flyers. There I am, walking along, and
someone shoves paper at me so that I have no choice but to be a litterbug or
carry a bunch of literature with me through my whole walk until I get to a
wastebasket. Can I just refuse to take it? It seems rude to turn one’s head
away from a church person, and I hate to hurt people’s feelings. I’ve never
done this sort of work myself, but I can imagine how awful it must be to
have to stand on the street all day being rebuffed by strangers.



GENTLE READER:

If one takes a job, for spiritual or other reasons, which involves
accosting strangers on street corners, one must accept the possibility of
being rebuffed. The papers you mention are, regardless of their content, in
the category of personally delivered junk mail and may be as properly
refused as that which has been delivered by post.

Panhandlers

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I live in a large city, with people asking strangers for handouts
everywhere you go. If it is a homeless person approaching me, I will
normally either give them a bit of cash, or reply with a shrug and a “Sorry.”
However, there are people collecting for all kinds of “charities” who wait
just outside (or inside) the front doors of many grocery stores and such, so
that you cannot avoid them. I find this approach so annoying that I usually
just keep walking, but once in a while they will call out a sarcastic comment
in response to being ignored. I don’t want to be rude, I just want them to

leave me alone. What’s the proper way to respond to being “cornered” like
this?

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners is having trouble understanding the geography here. How
did you manage to get cornered after walking away? Did you get so upset
that you walked into a wall?

Never mind, let’s extract you, and set you walking on. If you don’t want
to accede to these people’s requests to donate money, why would you want
to stop to accept their insults? By their reaction, they have provided you
with public justification at having ignored them in the first place. By yours,
you will provide them with the additional frustration of not knowing
whether you chose to ignore them again or were safely out of earshot.

Waiting
Many things in life are worth waiting for, but not all that long. Miss
Manners would put a time limit on how long one should wait for



salespeople to finish their conversations with each other before writing up
one’s order, or for a spouse who has departed with someone else to realize
what a terrible mistake that was.

Nevertheless, waiting is now in a class with working as a popular
pastime. A wait-ologist has estimated that the average adult spends one-
tenth of his or her waking time waiting. There are waits for buses, banks,
stores, theaters, gas stations, court cases, elevators, driver’s licenses, dentist
appointments and on telephone hold. One could easily pass one’s life
enduring just such basic waits. But there are also intermediary waits, such
as waiting for the rain to stop, and advanced waits, such as waiting for your
ship to come in. Some of these go in fashions. There was a time when all of
America was waiting to be discovered by a movie talent scout in a
drugstore, and now everyone is waiting for a television camera to come
along and ask him to tell the world what he thinks.

It is the elementary and comparatively short-term wait with which Miss
Manners is concerned at the moment. (If you want to hear about the others,
you will just have to wait.) There are correct ways to wait and correct ways
not to wait, as well as incorrect ways to wait and incorrect ways not to wait.
For example, it is perfectly correct, although not many people realize it, to
refuse to wait on the telephone. When Miss Manners is asked “Can you
hold on for a minute?” she often replies, “No, sorry,” and it is too bad that
the person on the other end ties up his own line by putting her on hold
anyway, because that person has not waited for Miss Manners’ reply. One
should also refuse to wait for inefficient or indefinite service. A restaurant
should be able to tell you how long the wait will be, and a service person
should not keep you waiting except to attend a previous customer.

It is rude to refuse to wait by announcing that one’s needs take
precedence over those of other waiting people. Miss Manners can think of
no circumstances in which a person transacting the ordinary business of life
can plead with legitimacy that it is more outrageous to expect him to wait
than to expect it of others. “Let me go through, please—I’m in labor,”
perhaps, but what are you doing at the stockings sale then anyway?

The only polite way to wait, if one must do so, is to bring one’s own
portable work or amusement. An unoccupied person waiting in line is by
definition a potential raving maniac. A nice Jane Austen novel, ready to go,
has preserved even the naturally tranquil spirits of Miss Manners. Using
conversation as a means to pass the time is tempting but dangerous. Two



people quietly discussing what a shame it is to have to wait are, by that
same definition, a potential mob.

Eating

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Is it proper for one to eat while in the public right of way? Are fruits
and vegetables fine, but not fried chicken? Of course I carry a napkin and
do not litter with my leftovers, but what is really correct? Tomorrow’s
breakfast may depend on your response.

GENTLE READER:

Dessert is the only course that may be properly eaten while strolling on
the sidewalk, and only certain desserts at that. Apples, bananas and pears
are acceptable; mangoes and grapefruit are not. Ice-cream cones and
chocolate bars are fine, but pineapple upsidedown cake is out. You will
notice that dessert means that no meats or vegetables are permitted, nor are
the usual breakfast foods, such as pancakes with maple syrup or eggs once
over lightly.

Dodging the Elements

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have very delicate skin, and have never even tried to get a suntan, after
dreadful childhood troubles with burns, and I now realize this is just as
well, as I have been reading that sun can be damaging and drying to the
skin. I am considering using a parasol this year. When does one carry a
parasol and how?

GENTLE READER:

Anyone who can master the use of the umbrella can master the parasol,
which is easier because it is not raining. That is, one keeps it close to the
body when furled, and out of other people’s faces when unfurled. One also
takes care to do the furling and unfurling in an open space. The important
thing to remember is that this instrument is not a weapon as is, for instance,
the walking stick.



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

While walking through shopping crowds on a rainy Saturday afternoon
and while maneuvering through rush-hour crowds at subway stops on
drizzly mornings, I have narrowly missed being speared by many an out-of-
control umbrella. T assume that common sense should prevail, but just what
are the rules for opening, closing, carrying, and otherwise manipulating this
potentially lethal accessory?

GENTLE READER:
Managing an umbrella is just like managing a parasol, only it is raining
out.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

When two people are walking down the street together, sharing an
umbrella, who should hold the umbrella? The man? Suppose it is the
woman’s umbrella?

GENTLE READER:
The taller of the two should hold the umbrella. This is not a matter of
etiquette so much as it is having the sense to come in out of the rain.

TRANSPORTATION

Motoring

Machines do not have feelings. There is no use trying to tell Miss
Manners how bad your answering machine feels when someone hangs up
on it, or to engage her in a discussion of whether the elevator is hurt if you
keep pushing its button when it heard you the first time and is rushing up
and down as fast as it can.

This is not to say that no inanimate objects have feelings—toys are
loaded with feelings, for instance, and only a monster would break the heart
of a rag doll—or that property should not be treated with care. But if you
are faithfully courteous to your fellow human beings, Miss Manners does
not mind if you tell off your toaster or your computer.

What she does mind is the way people crawl inside machines and then
start behaving rudely to others. You may kick your automobile, if it
deserves it, but you may not park your own manners outside when you get



into it. Miss Manners is amazed at the number of otherwise gentle souls
who turn nasty when they are driving. And they all suffer from the
wonderful, ostrichlike delusion that they cannot be identified because they
are safely inside their cars.

It seems silly to her to have to say what good driving manners are. They
are the same as the simplest, most obvious of nondriving manners, except
that each person is surrounded by thousands of dollars in treacherous metal.
You do not shove your way in front of others, and so you do not break into
parking lot lines or force your way into crowded lanes. You do not occupy
two seats in a bus, and so you do not allow your car to occupy more than
the marked-off space of one parking place. You do not leave your things
about in ways that block the progress of other people, and so you do not
double-park or cut off people’s driveways. You do not shoplift, even if no
one is looking, and so you do not break traffic laws, even if no one is
looking. You do not breathe down the necks of people who don’t walk as
fast as you do, and so you do not tailgate slow cars. You do not yell at
people, except in emergencies, and so you do not honk at people, except in
emergencies. You don’t scream insults at passing strangers—so you don’t
scream insults at passing strangers.

Why isn’t all this obvious? Probably it is because all the foolish
anthropomorphizing that is done has led people to envy the capricious,
aggressive, irresponsible lives led by machines, and tempted them to
disguise themselves as machines and do likewise. This Miss Manners
cannot allow. For one thing, it sets a bad example to dishwashers and
garbage disposals.

Carpooling

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

How should I handle grown adult men in my carpool who get in my car
in the morning without saying “good morning” or any other type of polite
greeting? At the end of the day, some of them won’t say anything unless I
provoke them to speak. I’'m not sure if it’s got anything to do with me being
Black and them White or not. It’s usually only one guy that does this.

GENTLE READER:



Miss Manners appreciates your giving this problem general and moral
importance by applying it to males in general and suggesting that it may
have racial undertones. Exploring the depths of society through surface
behavior is what she does best.

But as far as she can see, what you have there is one lout in your
carpool, along with one or two others (after all, how many does your car
hold?) who sometimes slip.

This is still a problem, Miss Manners agrees—it is unpleasant to start or
end your day in the company of a silent grouch—but a less complex and
intractable one. By all means, provoke him. If you keep greeting him firmly
and by name, occasionally responding to silence by concern (“Keith? Are
you okay?”), he will eventually succumb.

Vigilantism

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I will soon have handicap license plates on my car, and I have been
warned that as a member of the “invisible” handicapped, I will be the target
of much abuse. What is a mannerly response to the people who will
inevitably confront me?

I know this is none of their business, but I am a lady and do not wish to
be rude by ignoring these ignorant judges of parking spaces. I would

happily change places with them, even for a day, to be pain free and
“abled.”

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners deeply appreciates your supplying your own answer. This
saves her a lot of work. The only addition she needs to make, on her way
out to the porch swing with a mimosa and the new Henry James novel, is to
caution you to use a pleasant tone when you voice your willingness to
change places with the vigilantes.

Public Transportation
Even the most unenlightened of men are now allowing women to stand
up on crowded buses while they, offering no argument at all, sit in comfort.
This is a complete triumph for equality because it is extended to all women.



Elderly, disabled and pregnant women are accorded the same standing
privilege as their stronger sisters.

The bus situation is far from solved, however. Buses are now full of
resentful faces and overactive elbows, because no system of precedence has
been instituted to replace the old one based on gender. Thoroughly disliking
an approach based on every man for himself and every woman for herself,
Miss Manners proposes precedence based on ability. It is the reverse of the
present method, by which seats go to those most able to push their way into
them. Standing room should be the reward going to those most able to stand
comfortably.

It works simply. Any person who would obviously find it a hardship to
stand, because of advanced age (or extremely unadvanced age, for that
matter), infirmity or such temporary burdens as born or unborn babies, has
first claim on a seat. After these people have been accommodated, the next
opportunity goes to people who have burdens that are not acts of God but
willfully incurred, such as groceries. (Miss Manners considers pregnancy an
act of God and will not listen to your argument for putting it in this second
category.) After that, the strong may seat themselves wherever they like.

Boarding and Exiting

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Is there a convention that subway exits and entrances should both be
from the right? One usually sees only pushing and shoving. But even where
people try to be courteous to each other, every time doors open to load and
unload passengers, there’s a jam-up.

GENTLE READER:

The American subway conventions have always consisted precisely of
pushing and shoving. Those who practice it think of it as a challenging
social form and pride themselves on adroit maneuvering during jam-ups.
However, Miss Manners thinks you raise a valid point when you question
whether more courteous subway riders should not develop their own
conventions for the situation. In that case, yes, the sensible thing would be
for those disembarking to precede those embarking, and for each to keep to
the right.



Backpacks

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Could you say something about people who wear backpacks in crowded
places, such as elevators, public transit, and cafeteria lines?

These people don’t seem to realize that their appendage makes them cut
a wide swath whenever they turn around, and I am forever getting hit by
their baggage. 1 believe the proper thing is for these wearers to put their
packs in front of themselves when they are in a crowded area. Mail carriers
do it, although they are mainly interested in protecting their letters.

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners trusts that you are not implying that mail carriers ought
to be better motivated. Surely protecting the mail is their sacred trust, and it
is not their fault that most of it consists of duplicate catalogues.

Backpackers or ladies with purses may be perfectly well motivated, and
yet go around smashing people. This is why etiquette, unlike the more
forgiving social sciences, is interested in action as well as motivation.
Good-hearted people who hit others with their burdens are rude.

Striking Back

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What is the proper etiquette on a crowded bus? If some little old lady
with a pointy umbrella hits me in the shins first, may I kick back?

GENTLE READER:

It is rare, nowadays, to have a deep-seated, well-motivated sensual urge
that you are forbidden ever to gratify. However, Miss Manners must tell you
that kicking little old ladies in the shins is one of them. Scream “Ow!” and
stare at her with a frightened expression.

Self-Protection

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



My question is on subway etiquette. I often meet a co-worker whom I
do not like on the subway platform; we are heading for the same
destination. May I say hello and go farther down the platform in order to
read my book? Saying, on a sunny day, that I must run back to the office for
my umbrella is losing its credibility.

GENTLE READER:

The instrument you require is in your hands, and it is not an umbrella.
All travelers should carry books, whether they read or not, as weapons of
defense against conversational assault. You need not move along the
platform after you have greeted your colleague politely; merely move your
nose downward toward your open book. If the person says anything more
than a return hello, you pause, look up with a puzzled smile and say slowly,
“What?” as if awakening from a deep sleep. If the statement is repeated,
you reply “Oh,” with another vague smile, and then return to the book. Two
or three rounds of whats and ohs should polish off even a determined talker.

Escalators

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

In the office building where I work, we have escalators and elevators. I
sometimes become annoyed when arriving or departing the office via
escalator and I get stuck behind someone who stands still, blocking the
entire path. I know that in Europe and other countries, it is customary to
stand to the right (or to the left, as in Australia) so that others may pass.

Sometimes one person can hold up an entire horde of people trying to
get someplace. Maybe they’re tired or have an unseen handicap, but isn’t
that where the elevator comes in? Maybe I am at fault and I need to be more
patient and easygoing.

GENTLE READER:

This isn’t the stress test department, but yes, since you ask, Miss
Manners does think that anyone who makes no distinction between
staircases and escalators, and who believes that anyone who doesn’t hike on
escalators must be disabled, ought to learn to take it easy.



But this has nothing to do with the fact that you ought to be allowed, if
you wish, to race up or down, rather than to stand there in a pleasant stupor
and let the machinery do the work. Yes, the riders should stand to the right
to make a left lane for the passers. Should they fail to do so, however, you
needn’t stand fuming behind them. There is a magic phrase that can be
invoked politely to get them to move. It is “Excuse me, please.”

Elevators

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

When the elevator stops at your floor, but you don’t know whether it’s
going up or down, do you ask the people inside which direction it is going
by saying the one you want, or the one you assume? Let me try again: Do
you say “Up” if you want to go up, or if the elevator seems to be going up,
even if you want to go down? You only get a second to ask the question, of
course, because the doors shut right away, but I’ve had it happen that I say
“Down” and the people inside say, “No, up,” and close the doors when I
really want to go up; and I’ve also had it happen the other way around.

GENTLE READER:

You should pronounce the direction that is your goal interrogatively. In
a confusing world, we must all be able to state our own intentions, without
taking on unbidden tasks such as second-guessing mechanical contrivances
about their whimsical intentions.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What is the proper way to enter an elevator, please? By the time all
inside come out, the door is closing on those trying to enter. Why can’t
those inside come out on one side, so those going in can enter more easily?
I ride elevators all day long for a delivery service, and some folks just won’t
give you room to get into it or hold the door. You should ride some with me
—it would make you a drinking person.

GENTLE READER:
Thank you, but Miss Manners does not mix drinking with elevator
travel because, for the reasons you describe, she considers it dangerous.



While acknowledging your problem, she sees only additional problems in
your solution, what with all the people inside pushing one another to get
ready for their one-sided landings. The key courtesy here is door-holding. If
the person nearest the button panel keeps the doors open long enough for
the exiting, followed by the entering, more people would travel on the same
side of the doors as their limbs.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Who should get out of an elevator first?

GENTLE READER:
The person nearest the doors. Provided, of course, it is his or her floor.



Table Manners

The Implements

IF MISS MANNERS hears any more contemptuous descriptions of
etiquette as being a matter of “knowing which fork to use,” she will run
amok with a sharp weapon, and the people she attacks will all be left with
four tiny holes in their throats as if they had been the victims of twin
vampires.

Knowing or caring which fork to use is regularly cited as proof that one
is narrowly fixed on a detail of life that is probably a deliberate booby trap
set by the snobbish to catch the unsuspecting, and that therefore one has no
time or heart left for the great spiritual values of life. The Great Fork
Problem is used to ridicule the holy subject of etiquette, but the defenders
of etiquette use it too, when they claim that manners are “a matter of being
considerate of others, not which fork to use.” In either case, this is like
declaring that as long as you truly have love for humanity, it is not
important that you happened to put your left shoe on your right foot and
your right shoe on your left foot.

Forks are not that difficult. It is possible that anyone who has learned to
operate a computer, kitchen appliance or washer with delicate fabric cycles
may also be capable of being trained to operate as many as three forks.

Why is this important? Because the person who has not mastered the
fork is going to make a mess, miss the last course of dinner, or make the
hostess get up from the table. Also, the forks may get tired some day of
being bad-mouthed, and may cut off your food supply. Therefore, we will
now take a minute to learn everything there is to know about Which Fork to
Use.

Use the one farthest to the left.

That’s it. That’s all there is to know. Now run outside and cultivate the
spirit until dinnertime. When you come in to dinner, you will find, typically
(if you are dining with Miss Manners), that there are three forks to the left
of your plate, three knives to the right, a soup spoon, and a teeny-weeny
little forklet lying on the diagonal, resting its head in the bowl of the spoon.



What does this tell you? It tells you that you are not going to go to bed
hungry; that’s what it tells you.

Formal place setting. The fork resting in the soup spoon is for
oysters, which will be followed by soup. Then comes fish (use
the outer fork and outer knife), then meat (the center fork and
knife), then salad and cheese (the inner fork and knife). Above
the soup spoon is a glass for sherry, to be drunk with the soup.
The front center glass is for white wine (with the fish), and the
glass at left is for red wine (with the meat). Behind that is the

water goblet; to its right, the champagne glass (with dessert).

The wee little fork is the oyster fork, which may not actually be farthest
to the left, but is pointing left, to give you a hint. Use it to eat your oysters,
dear. For the next course, you may relax from the fork question, and just eat
your soup. With the spoon, dummy. The third course is a fish, which you
will recognize immediately from the funny look in its eye. If you remember
your lesson, you will reach for the fork farthest to the left, the outside fork,
and guess what? That is the fish fork! Then will come the meat, and the
next fork you will discover will be...? Show of hands, please. That is
correct; the meat fork. Now we will eat salad, and the fork we will find will
be...yes, it will be the salad fork.



This is presuming that the hosts set the table correctly and did not, for
example, set out the forks in order of size rather than usage. Of course, if
your hosts set things incorrectly they can hardly sneer at you for using the
wrong fork. If they have to fetch you a fresh one because you ran out by
following their system, it should teach them a lesson.

Formal dessert service. Dessert equipment is a spoon, a fork
and a finger bowl with doily, all on a plate. The guest moves
the spoon to the right of the plate, the fork to the left and the
finger bowl and doily to the left. The gentleman has done so,
but the oblivious lady has left the footman to contemplate

dumping the mousse on her lap.

Naturally, the knives to the right of the plate will be moving right along
at the same time. Miss Manners has not mentioned them because no one
ever complains of not knowing which knife to use. They don’t dare make
nasty remarks about knives, because knives don’t fool around.

There will now be a moment of panic in which you will become aware
of the fact that you have no forks left, nor knives, nor spoons, and you
haven’t eaten your dessert. Have you done something wrong? Is it so wrong
that you will be sent to bed without any dessert? No indeed. All is well. The
dessert plate is about to arrive. On it will be, of all things, a dessert fork and



a dessert spoon. You will remove these, putting the spoon to the right of
your dessert plate and the fork to the left, so you’ll know just where they
are when you need them.

That wasn’t so hard now, was it?

A Reply

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

A dessert fork or spoon is never served on the dessert plate unless you
are eating in a “hash house,” or “greasy spoon” restaurant. I have worked in
some of the finest restaurants and hotels in the country, in the dining room,
and have been served dinner in elegant homes and have never seen silver
served on the plate. That’s as bad as a steak knife being shoved under your
steak on a dinner plate at a fast-service steak house.

GENTLE READER:

If good manners were what is done in “some of the finest restaurants
and hotels in the country,” instead of what Miss Manners tells you, filled
plates would be plopped in front of guests, sugar would be served in little
packets with advertising on them and conversation would be continually
interrupted by such remarks as “Coffee now or later?” and “Is everything all
right?”

Although a dessert fork and spoon may be placed above the dinner
plate, strict formal service does indeed mean that the dessert fork and (not
or) the dessert spoon are brought on the dessert plate. Often the finger bowl
is placed between them, although there should really be a fruit course after
the sweet dessert, in which case the finger bowl is brought in on the fruit
plate, between the fruit fork and the fruit knife. Want to make something of
it? If hash houses and greasy spoon restaurants wish to follow this correct
procedure, so much the better for them. The rich have no monopoly on
manners.

(For more complete instructions on formal service, please see chapter
37.) (For a complete list of silver for formal service, please see chapter 26.)

A Lapse



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I was at a dinner party the other night where a lot of silver was spread
out at each place, for many courses. I know you taught us which fork to use
when, but I forgot. Kill me. My question concerns the next step after one
uses the wrong fork. I realized, by looking at the hostess’ place, that I
would never come out even, and, in fact, I had to ask for something to eat
the salad with. If T promise to go back and study fork order, would you
consent to tell me what to do about mistakes?

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners is a tolerant soul, but feels that you are concealing from
her the extent of your mistake. If, for example, you ate the fish with the
salad fork, why did you not have the fish fork left, with which to eat the
salad? Miss Manners is always ready to receive back a sinner, but not those
who steal the forks. However, she will let you in on the secret of correcting
mistakes, if you promise not to tell anyone she said so. Lick clean the
wrong fork you have just used and slip it back on the tablecloth while no
one is looking.

Napkins

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My brother brought his fiancée to dinner at my house for the first time,
after telling me how much my mother would like her because of her good
manners. I served a formal dinner, or at least not a casual one, in our dining
room with nice table linens.

When I was doing the laundry afterwards, I found that the fiancee’s
dark lipstick was smeared all over the hand-embroidered napkin she had
used. After several launderings with different stain removers, I’ve had no
success in removing the offending stain. As a hostess, should I expect this
to occur and simply throw away the napkins after a meal, or should I offer
paper napkins instead? (Or perhaps I need laundry tips?) I’ve had many
dinner parties without encountering this problem. My brother is now
married to her and I haven’t yet invited them for dinner.

GENTLE READER:



Miss Manners’ mind has flashed ahead, to when you and your sister-in-
law are old ladies and she finally works up the nerve to say to you, “I had
always hoped we would be close, and all these years I’ve racked my brain
trying to think what possible thing I could have done to offend you. You
gave that lovely dinner for me forty years ago, when I was first engaged,
and then never again from that day to this. I understand your house is
lovely.”

What are you going to say? “Well, sure, except for that napkin you
ruined, that hand-embroidered napkin! You didn’t think I was going to give
you a chance to do that again, did you?”

True, hosts should not have to expect their guests to use their napkins as
makeup towels, and you have not had others who did so. Still, let’s see if
this relationship can be saved without having to resort to paper napkins.
Miss Manners doesn’t do laundry tips, but you could ask your sister-in-law
for one. Enough time has gone by that it should not seem pointed if you get
into a cozy household discussion, during which you confide that you have
had a lipstick stain problem and inquire whether she knows a remedy.

Paper Napkins

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Why can’t I use paper napkins—the heavy kind—at a dinner party?
They look all right, do the job, and it’s more practical to be able to throw
them away instead of cleaning them, but some people are fussy about them.

GENTLE READER:
The identical claims are made for paper underpants. How come you
don’t wear them?

Napkin Rings

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What about napkin rings?

GENTLE READER:



Yes, what about them? Napkin rings are not, as many seem to believe,
decorative items for the formal table. They should be used only at the
family dinner table but even there are a complicated subject, involving
many levels of reasoning. Miss Manners would like to explain the
complexities before reaching a judgment. Let us start from the top:

1. The highest level of thinking about napkin rings is that they are
horrible, because they presuppose that not everyone is issued a freshly
laundered napkin at every meal.

2. Next, we have the school of thought that this is an imperfect world,
and one ought to make the best of it by at least ensuring that one
person does not have to suffer for the sins of another, as would happen
if a fastidious person and a greasy one regularly ate together without
benefit of napkin ring.

3. At the bottom of the social level, we have people who habitually use
paper napkins. These people do not object to napkin rings, but are
puzzled about what they are for.

Miss Manners finds herself in the unusual position of favoring the
middle course. She feels that napkin rings promote social morality by
forcing people to live with the consequences of their behavior.

A cloth napkin that is not to be reused before being laundered is left
looking like a paper airplane—pointed at the top, and the sides both
extended to form an elongated triangle. Actually it is always politely
presumed that napkins are never reused, the only exception being the family
dinner, at which each person folds his or her napkin and inserts it into the
proper napkin ring. A houseguest may follow this procedure also. Not doing
so suggests the presumption of fastidiousness on the part of one’s hosts, but
they will probably not appreciate this fine point.

As for paper napkins, whatever is left of them at the end of the meal
should be left as neatly as possible at one’s place. Miss Manners refuses to
think about the prospect of their being refolded for possible reuse.

Pushers

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



We have an important question to ask you about “pushers”—the
nondrug variety. When our four-year-old succumbs to our pleas to use
eating utensils, he sometimes runs into the problem of needing something—
other than his fingers—for pushing his food onto his fork. We’ve run into a
family crisis: I was taught to use a small piece of bread as a pusher. My
husband (although brought up at table with silver pushers that looked like
little hoes—ugh!) insists it’s more practical, proper, and less caloric to teach
our son to use a knife. What would you push?

GENTLE READER:

Using the knife to push food onto the back of the fork is a European
custom. Using bread to push food onto a fork is also a European custom.
Both date from the time that Europe needed all the help it could get.

What do we Americans do? We have a marvelous time chasing the food
merrily around the plate with a fork turned tines upward; or we use the fork
to sneak up on the food unawares and scoop it up before it knows what hit
it.

This is indeed a difficult motor skill, but lots of fun once you get the
hang of it. Toddlers may be issued special silver pushing instruments, but
they love learning to balance lots of little funny things, as you no doubt
realize every time you try to pick up the marbles and Lincoln Logs on the
floor. Eventually, your child should be able to master no-push eating.
Nothing in life worth having, including plump garden peas, comes easily.

The Salad Bowl

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Where exactly does the salad bowl go?

GENTLE READER:

Directly under the salad. Where this combination is then placed on the
table depends on whether the salad is being served by itself, in which case it
takes center stage, or whether it is in a crescent-shaped plate, in which case
it is served on the side. The left side.

The Carry-out Box



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What is the proper way to serve carry-out Chinese food or pizza? I don’t
want you to think that I don’t know how to serve a proper meal that I cook
myself, but what about impromptu gatherings, when you just send out for
something? Should I try to pass it off as mine—which is difficult if
everybody hears the doorbell ring when it’s delivered—or should I just put
it out the way it arrives?

GENTLE READER:

Many Americans are under the mistaken impression that small paper
cartons with metal handles are correct serving dishes in China (or Taiwan),
and that large flat cardboard boxes are in Italy. Transfer the carry-out food
into your own serving dishes. This does not imply that you cooked it
yourself. The cow gets credit for having produced the milk, even if it is put
into a glass before serving.

Dessert Service

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I think it’s ridiculous to put out both a fork and spoon just to eat dessert,
as a number of people do for dinner parties, to show off their silver, I
suppose. If it’s a cake-type thing, all you need is a fork, and if it’s a
pudding-type thing, you just need the spoon.

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners knows what type-thing you are: You are the type-thing
that is more often discovering that you don’t have enough equipment with
which to eat. If there is no fish knife, you want to use a meat knife on the
fish instead of making do with your fork, and if there is no salad knife, you
think you have the right to use your butter knife on the lettuce. Be grateful
for bounty. Besides, Miss Manners saw you sneaking cake crumbs into your
mouth with a wet fingertip. Between the dessert fork, in the left hand, and
the dessert spoon, in the right hand, you could have fed your greed
gracefully.



(If you are still confused, please turn to chapter 26 for an exhaustive
explanation of the employment of silver flatware.) METHODS
American vs. European Eating

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Is one style of eating, European or American, considered proper in our
western culture? My father thought eating European style was wrong,
whereas my wife thinks that American style eating is fine at the local
cafeteria, but if we are at a highfalutin joint we should be eating European
style. I try to be open minded, seeing advantages in both styles. I even try
using chopsticks when eating Chinese food.

Your answer to this question is of utmost importance. My anniversary is
coming up and I do not want to be an embarrassment to my wife when I
spring for an expensive dinner.

GENTLE READER:

It sounds as if being American, or being seen with an American,
embarrasses your wife, in which case nothing Miss Manners can say will
help. Nevertheless, she will try by serving a small helping of civics: The
American style of using the fork in the right hand, which requires parking
the knife after cutting, and then transferring the fork from the left hand,
used to be the European style. It has retained its basic form, dating from the
time it was imported, while the Europeans sped ahead and developed the
method of keeping the fork in the left hand, so as to get their food down
faster.

Meanwhile, America exported the notion that the class system is wrong.
It also let the world know that it is a mistake to think that America’s
comparative youth as a country and its devotion to egalitarianism mean that
Americans are bumpkins who may be insulted with impunity. Yet there are
many, not only abroad but in America, your wife among them, who do not
seem to have mastered this lesson.

The answer is that it is proper for you and your father to eat American
style if you are Americans, and for her to eat European style if she is a
European. Whatever her nationality, however, it is rude to assume that
Americans are less presentable than Europeans.



(For more information on American behavior abroad, please see chapter

48.) An Original Method

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

To me, the cut-and-shift American way of using a fork is silly and I find
the tines-down English way to be inefficient.

I hold my fork mainly in my left hand when there is food to be cut or
pushed onto the fork with my knife. The tines are up, and the handle rests
on my ring finger and first knuckle, with two fingers and the thumb on top.
I hold the fork the same way in my right hand for certain foods. On several
occasions, remarks have been made about this alleged peculiarity of mine. I
respond by making it clear I know the alternatives. You may say that people
who make such remarks have more to learn about manners than what they
assume I do not know. Would you, however, advise me to change a
comfortable habit just to earn the good opinion not only of those who
question me about it, but also of people with the decency to be quiet?

GENTLE READER:

You, sir, are an anarchist, and Miss Manners is frightened to have
anything to do with you. It is true that questioning the table manners of
others is rude. But to overthrow the accepted conventions of society, on the
flimsy grounds that you have found them silly, inefficient and
discomforting, is a dangerous step toward destroying civilization.

Unfolding the Napkin

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Is there a rule of etiquette that covers when one should place a dinner
napkin on the lap? Recently, a friend corrected me on this. He feels it is
correct, when in a restaurant, or club, to unfold the napkin and place it
across the lap the moment one sits down at table. I feel that when planning
to spend some time over cocktails before ordering, common sense rules that
I place the napkin on my lap as the dinner is ordered—or better yet, when
dinner is served.

GENTLE READER:



Common sense has nothing whatever to do with etiquette, but in this
case, it happens to coincide with the hard-and-fast rule that one puts one’s
napkin on one’s lap immediately upon sitting down at the dinner table,
regardless of whether it is a cocktail or soup that one is first planning to
spill onto one’s lap.

Waiting to Begin

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

In households where people still observe the custom of waiting for
everyone to be served before anyone can start eating, thus making all the
people who were served early eat their dinners cold, what are you supposed
to do while waiting? Just pretend the food isn’t there in front of you and sit
with your hands folded, trying not to let your mouth water?

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners senses a negative feeling from you about this custom,
which was instituted on the principle that no one should be ready for
seconds before everyone has had firsts. The violation of this principle leads
to the uneven distribution of food in the world which, in turn, brings on
famine, war and other things too unpleasant to mention at the dinner table.
While waiting for your hostess to signal the beginning, you may break open
your potato, and even butter it. That is quite enough excitement before
dinner.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My husband, who is in all other respects a gentleman and a scholar, is
extremely incorrect in one particular. When we give an occasional dinner
party, he always sits down and serves himself and begins eating, sometimes
even before the other guests have been alerted to the fact that dinner is
ready. There is almost always enough food to go around, and it’s not that
good anyway, so I can’t understand his behavior. I tell him the guests
should be served (or allowed to serve themselves) first and then we should
all begin eating together, but he says this is old-fashioned and silly, and it’s
every man for himself these days.



GENTLE READER:

Your husband’s justification is the second worst explanation Miss
Manners has ever heard for the rudeness of eating before one’s guests. The
worst was from a gentleman of Miss Manners’ acquaintance who explained
the fact that his wife had eaten her dessert in the kitchen before giving the
guests theirs by saying, “She doesn’t believe in delayed gratification.”

If you can persuade your husband to reverse his barbaric practice, do so.
If not, allow Miss Manners to suggest to you a better excuse. As he begins
eating, say to your guests, “Wait a minute, please. Rhino always likes to
make sure the seasoning is just right before he lets our guests have this
dish.” As your meals are “not that good anyway,” this will be a convincing
explanation.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Is it considered bad manners to take a sip of your drink at dinner, before
everyone has been served food?

GENTLE READER:
It is considered an act of survival.

The Sin of Not Waiting

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What is the procedure when one has the first bite of potato halfway to
the mouth and then discovers that everyone else is waiting for the host to
say grace? Do you proceed and pop it into the mouth, or lay the fork down
at once? If the former, does this invalidate the grace?

GENTLE READER:

God will forgive all sins, even gluttony, but to talk with your mouth full
—even to say “Amen”—is unforgivable in this life. Therefore, Miss
Manners considers it theologically safer to put down the fork, gracefully.

Passing Directions

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



Which way does one pass the food, to the right or the left?

GENTLE READER:

Food platters should travel left to right, as most people are right-handed
and can serve themselves more easily with the right hand reaching over to
the left side. If more people at the table are left-handed, however, the food
should travel from right to left. Guests have no responsibility for such
decisions, as they will encounter a platter already marching along as
whoever launched it has seen fit. If you try to reverse whatever pattern is
under way, you will end up with the most dreadful traffic jam, to say
nothing of gravy all over your lap.

The Full Mouth

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

It seems that whenever I have just popped a bite of food into my mouth,
I am asked the title of my master’s thesis or my views on the world
situation—nothing, in short, that I can get out of with a simple nod of the
head. What is the correct response in this situation? Must I force my
questioner to wait until I’ve chewed and swallowed that bite? If it was
almost completely chewed, can I stash that last morsel in a spare cheek and
answer—provided the answer is short? When I am dining with someone I
wish to impress, my boss for instance, I take small bites just in case.

GENTLE READER:

In today’s hectic world, one is often faced with the choice, at business
lunches or dinners, of losing the opportunity to make a statement or losing
one’s unfinished plate to an impatient waiter. Small bites and cheek stashing
are, indeed, two legitimate solutions.

Another is to develop a facial expression that, without opening the busy
mouth, suggests that wonderful words are about to come out of it, well
worth the waiting. The eyes brighten, the lips smile knowingly and a hand
is raised slightly. If you will practice this expression before a mirror, you
will find that you can develop it into something mesmerizing that will buy
you the time to swallow your food in silence.



Elbows and Arms

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Why was it considered rude to put elbows on the table? Are those
reasons still valid?

GENTLE READER:

Did you hear Miss Manners issue a retraction? No? Then the rule is still
valid. Actually it applies only when one is eating, not when one is lingering
over a completed meal or attending a meeting around a conference table.
Etiquette, being custom, is not obliged to provide reasons, but
confidentially, it is repulsed by the sight of an arm hovering, cranelike, over
the plate—or circling around the plate, even if you have to protect your
food from predators.

Fingers

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have acquaintances who seem to remember the teaching that crusts or
other “pushers” to assist food onto a fork are taboo beyond the nursery
table. Their solution is to use one or more fingers for the purpose, with
fingers busy in their plates throughout a meal. This could be something that
developed from the proliferation of dips and fast foods, but I find it
somewhat distressing to see. Would you please say whether I am just slow
in moving with the times, or whether I may be permitted to shudder?

GENTLE READER:

Yech. Distressing it certainly must be, to see all your friends with their
busy little fingers in their plates, but when they claim to be doing this in the
sacred name of manners, bragging that they are not using bread for the
purpose—well, that is truly disgusting.

Using bread to sop up sauces or help spear difficult foods is a middle-
European custom of dubious class origins. The way to do it, if you must do
it at all, is to put a small piece of bread on the dinner plate, spear it with the
fork as if it were a food legitimately domiciled there and then quickly mop

up.



It is Miss Manners’ belief that Americans with pure minds and bodies
are perfectly capable of triumphing over any article of food without calling
in assistance from the breadbasket. Sopping up sauces with bread should be
confined to the nursery—“nursery,” in this sense, meaning the family, of
whatever age, at home enjoying garlic butter in privacy. Using the fingers
should be confined to oblivion.

Declining Food

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

We are supposed to go to a relative’s house for Thanksgiving, and I am
tired of people making derogatory remarks to me about us vegetarians.
Since when is it all right for someone to impose his/her views and lifestyle
on others? Some of them even go so far as to dump meat on my plate in
order to make me eat it. What should I do and say?

GENTLE READER:

What you should say is “No, thank you,” and what you should do is not
eat it. And you should steadfastly continue doing both, until New Year’s, if
necessary.

Miss Manners realizes that she is serving you a bitter portion, and
apologizes for it. It is extremely difficult, not to mention unfair, for the
victim of blatant rudeness to have to be the one who calmly refuses to react.
And it is rude, not hospitable or funny, to attempt to force people to eat or
drink after they politely refuse. (Note to minors: This rule cannot be
invoked when your parents tell you to eat your vegetables or drink your
milk. Miss Manners is sorry about that, but don’t even try.) Retaliatory
rudeness will only get you into that debate that you politely and sensibly
wish to avoid.

Disliking Food

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

We were invited to a neighbor’s for dinner last week. Their company
was delightful, but the fish was extremely undercooked. I realize that I like
my meat cooked more than most, and I am willing to choke down meat



cooked less than I’d like. But this fish was two inches thick and only the
outside 1/8” was opaque. I ate the cooked portion but was physically unable
to swallow the rest. There was not a lot of food available, so I was unable to
hide the raw stuff under a lettuce leaf. I’m afraid they noticed me not eating
the food, although I raved about the salad. What does one do in this
situation?

GENTLE READER:

Rave about the salad. What else did you have in mind—sending it back
with instructions to cook it properly?

Miss Manners hopes it will be of comfort for you to know that for a
host to draw attention to what the guests do or do not eat would be rude and
that there are so many food fusses going about nowadays that your hosts
would be more likely to blame you than themselves.

Second Helpings

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My grandmother always said “You must never ask anyone, “‘Would you
like a second cup of coffee?’ or “Will you have some more dessert?’” She
said it should always be, “Would you like a cup of coffee?” or “Will you
have some dessert?” no matter how many portions the person has had
already. The other way, she said, only calls attention to the fact that the
person is having a lot to eat or drink and is therefore impolite. Is this a
general rule?

GENTLE READER:

It should be. There is something less than gracious about being urged,
“Oh, come on, have a fifth slice of pie—you’ve hardly eaten anything.”
Consider this wisdom from dear Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland:
“‘I’ve had nothing yet,” Alice replied...‘so I can’t take more.” “You mean
you can’t take less,” said the Hatter: ‘it’s very easy to take more than
nothing.’”

Parking the Roll



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

First, presuming there is no butter plate, do you place your roll on the
cloth or the side of the plate? If there is no butter knife, do you use your
own?

GENTLE READER:

One does the best one can with the available materials. If there is no
bread-and-butter plate, use the tablecloth for parking the roll, and the
luncheon plate for parking the butter. Bread, or rolls, with butter are not
correct at a formal dinner (please see chapter 37). If the hosts serve bread
and butter, they should provide butter plates and knives. If there is no butter
knife, use your main knife. If you don’t have one, call it quits. An essential
of good manners is knowing when to give up.

Parking the Napkin

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My significant other and I travel quite a bit, and we have come up with
a perplexing situation. When dining out and we leave our table for a few
minutes, upon our return the napkins are placed back in the seat, not on the
chair arm or beside the plate on the right hand side where we originally
placed them. We don’t want to appear unmannerly, so we politely pick up
our napkins and continue with our meal.

Please tell me what is the correct way to address this matter. We do not
wish to put our mouth on a napkin that has been laying on a chair that a
person’s behind has sat on millions of times.

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners has a wish too. She wishes not to hear of the journey that
you believe takes place between the metabolism of previous occupants of
your chairs and your own. Maybe etiquette is just attracted to danger, but
the chair is the correct place for you to leave your napkin if you get up in
midmeal; it is at the end of the meal that it is left to the side of the plate.

Parking the Silver



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My fourteen-year-old daughter says her teacher said it’s wrong to place
your silverware on the dinner plate with knife, fork, and spoon neatly across
the top of the plate, the knife blade turned in, after you finish eating. My
parents were bugs on manners and table setting, and I was brought up that
way, so I’ve always told my children the same.

My daughter never did say what the teacher thought was proper. What
do you do with the silverware—put it on the tablecloth and possibly stain
it? Whatever—I will be gracious, even if corrected.

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners hopes that the teacher will be equally gracious. Your
method is essentially correct. That disclaimer, “essentially,” is put in
because Miss Manners wonders what the spoon is doing there. A spoon and
fork may be used together for eating dessert, but the presence of the knife
indicates that you are talking about a meat course and there is no business
for the spoon’s intruding, even if the meat was swimming in béarnaise
sauce.

The knife blade should, as you say, be turned toward the eater, but there
is a difference of opinion, among those of us who care, about whether the
fork prongs should be up or down. Some leeway is also permitted in the
angle at which the fork and knife are to be placed—straight across the plate,
or diagonally across, usually from eleven o’clock to five o’clock. Perhaps
the teacher was confused by two positions associated with the unfinished
meal. If one is pausing while eating, the fork and knife placed in a crossed
position—the handle of the fork to the left and the handle of the knife to the
right, with the two instruments crossed at the center of the plate—signals
the waiter or footman or host that you have not finished. Another position,
knife and fork at right angles to the table edge, but off to the right-hand side
of the plate, is used when passing the plate to a host for seconds, as it leaves
the central part of the plate bare to receive more food.

Whew. They teach—or mis-teach—this subject in schools these days?

Outdoor Eating
One reason that picnics are popular is that many people believe that the
rules of table behavior do not apply to tables made out of moss or worse. So



here comes Miss Manners, like a queen bee on a rare royal tour, anxious to
spoil your pleasant little outing by telling you that they do too.

It is true that some rules for eating outdoors are different from those that
apply indoors. For example, it is permissible to execute extraneous wildlife
found crawling across the picnic table, while any such creature making an
appearance at a private, indoor dinner table must be ignored by the guests.
At picnics, one may kill ants, but not complain of their presence. Accepting
discomfort cheerfully is the basic rule of picnic behavior. If one is
unalterably opposed to being bitten, sunburned, and having sand mixed
with one’s food, one should not go picnicking. The exception is that a small
child drowning in a creek may call out to the adults at the picnic table, even
if it means interrupting their conversation.

Nevertheless, it is important not to introduce the discomforts of
civilization into a picnic to compete with nature’s own discomforts. Radios,
plastic forks and knives, paper plates and napkins, and tin cans are among
the abominations that one has no right to bring to the countryside. The well-
supplied picnic basket must include implements with which food may be
served and eaten in dignity, and no one can eat decently from a paper plate
with a plastic fork, since when the side of the latter is applied to the center
of the former, they both buckle, with disastrous results.

Food should be chosen that can be served at its proper temperature, and
it should be repackaged so that it may be served with no commercial
containers appearing on the table or grass. If food is cooked at the picnic
area, no more allowances are made for the chef’s ruining it than would be
made at a dinner party indoors.

The differences between indoor and outdoor manners are:

e One may never spill food accidentally indoors, but it is permissible to
spill outdoors onto the grass, although not the blanket, tablecloth or
dog.

e Children may be served first at picnics in the hope that they will then
go play in the poison ivy.

e One may perform such normally unacceptable acts as reaching across
the table, reclining at one’s place and licking one’s fingers, provided
that they are done with grace.

e Everyone gets to help clean up, this not being, as indoors, the sole
privilege of the hosts.



e There is no seating plan, so that people may sit where they wish,
although it is customary to ask permission before putting one’s head on
someone else’s lap.

FAMILY DINNER
The Procedure

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Another big family dinner! I can’t stand it, I can’t stand it, I can’t stand
it! First of all, they’ll all show up looking like slobs because “it’s only
family.” The kids will be dirty before they get here, and it won’t be ten
minutes before they’ll get a good fight going, and then the various grown-
ups will start one by making remarks about how this child or that one was
brought up (meaning they weren’t). It’s all right to insult people, you see,
because families should be frank.

I don’t even want to think about the table manners. The children don’t
have any, and the grown-ups do but don’t use them because “among
family” it’s fine to hunch over the table, talk with your mouth full, eat with
your fingers, and discuss your digestion problems. Also, they’ll turn on the
television during dinner, and in the interests of “saving work,” they’ll offer
to lick their dinner forks and use them for dessert, and ask for paper
napkins. Believe it or not, these people—my relatives!—are not animals
when they take clients out to dinner or see their friends. Just when they’re
with family. I keep hearing that “the family is dying” in America. Any
chance of this happening before dinner today?

GENTLE READER:

It is family dinner that has died, probably for the reasons you state, and
Miss Manners is struggling to revive it. Properly practiced, the family
dinner is a pleasure that makes keeping the family together worthwhile.
People who know only the company dinner table and the kitchen counter,
with nothing in between, don’t know what they’re missing. Your relatives
are apparently among these unfortunates. If each household representing
part of the greater family were to learn the ritual through daily practice, you
might even be able to save the extended family, which sounds as if it is
heading straight for extinction, probably today.



Here are the rules:

e Family dinner is regularly scheduled every night of the week, and
delays or absences must be registered in advance.

e A reasonable attempt is made to make the table and the participants
presentable. It’s amazing what cloth napkins can do for the one and
washcloths for the other.

e Entertainment is live, not electronic. First, each person gets a turn to
present his or her news of the day, and then general conversation is
held. Television and telephone interruptions are not allowed, but
bragging is, and even encouraged.

e Good table manners are practiced, but they are good family table
manners, as opposed to good company table manners. The chief
difference is that chicken, spareribs and other such messes may be
picked up and thus enjoyed in a way they never satisfactorily are with
knife and fork. Spoons may even be used for getting up all of special
sauces—but only in the privacy of the family, with a strict pact never
to tell outsiders. This delicate blend of politeness and piggishness is
extremely pleasant. Neither eating out nor eating directly from stove
top or refrigerator can compare with it. It even justifies keeping one’s
family alive.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My father refuses to let me take telephone calls during dinner. I think
it’s rude to ask people to call back at a time that might not be convenient for
them, and even ruder to ignore a ringing phone.

GENTLE READER:
You have a wonderful sense of the courtesies and conveniences due
others. Have you thought of applying these to your father?

The Teaching Method

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
My husband is a fanatic about table manners. Every evening he comes
up with a new rule. This is very nerve-racking to my daughter and me.



Will you please give me a list of the absolute no-no’s? I have tried to
convince him that some of the strict rules have been relaxed. Our daughter
is eight years old, and our son is five. They are expected to eat perfectly or
the dinner becomes a fiasco. I say that nagging and disrupting what should
be an enjoyable family time is bad manners. What do you say?

GENTLE READER:

Is the choice between family harmony and teaching the children table
manners? If so, Miss Manners would like to be excused from your table.

There are two social purposes to family dinner: the regular exchange of
news and ideas, and the opportunity to teach small children not to eat like
pigs. These are by no means mutually exclusive. Mrs. Perfect, for example,
merely has to maintain a patient and cheerful tone: “Cutlip, dear, do tell us
about your class trip to the zoo.... Now, swallow what’s in your mouth first,
and then we’ll all listen.... Daffodil, dear, take your fingers out of your
plate. How did your social studies report go?...Mommy’s going to tell you
what she said to the traffic policeman. Just pick it up quietly, Cutlip, and
say excuse me and take it into the kitchen and throw it away and then come
back and finish your vegetables.... Don’t interrupt, darling. It’ll be your
turn to talk in a minute. Sit up, please, and put your left hand in your lap.
So, the policeman came up and Mommy said, ‘Wait a minute, officer’...”
And so on. One can become quite proficient at this amiable patter; the trick
is to omit the instructive parts when attending formal dinner parties outside
the house.

It would be a mistake for Miss Manners to provide you with a list of no-
no’s. It may never have occurred to your children to laugh with a mouthful
of soup, for instance, or to discharge unappreciated salad ingredients into
the napkin. Here, instead, are a few yes-yes’s: Small children should be
expected to wait until their mother begins eating; to use their forks, knives
and napkins as God meant them to be used; to refrain from mentioning their
dislikes on the menu; to pretend to listen attentively when others are
speaking; to ignore the toy potential of various food items; and not to leave
the table without permission. Older children should be expected to have
table manners as good as or better than their parents’.

Expectations are not always fulfilled, of course. What Miss Manners
really means is that children should be repeatedly reminded to do these
things in such a way as not to interfere with the opportunity for pleasant



family conversation, but as to make basic table manners such a constant
requirement that they become automatic before the children reach maturity.
Then you and your husband can dine in peace.

Showing Up

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

How promptly should one respond after being called to the family
dinner table? The chef, who has so lovingly prepared the meal, believes that
the diners should take their seats as soon as they are summoned, even if this
means that the food is still arriving at the table while or after everyone is
being seated. This ensures that the food, which is intended to be eaten while
still hot, will be placed on the table at the temperature most likely to
compliment the cooking and please the diners.

The non-culinary principals involved believe that an effort to arrive at
the table is not necessary until the food has been placed on the table in its
entirety and the chef is seated and remains seated. Once this is achieved, the
non-cooking family members often take five or more minutes before
arriving at the table, taking the time to do one or more of the following:
dress for dinner, wash hands, select and open a bottle of wine. Once
arriving at the table, a request to say grace is then made. Food is now
growing cold and it is difficult to restrain hungry children, not to mention
the chef. Giving all diners a five-minute warning prior to calling everyone
to the table has not seemed to help.

GENTLE READER:

As Miss Manners does not find it difficult to detect a point of view in
the way this question is presented, she thinks you will be pleased with the
answer. You win on two counts. The cook is entitled to be tyrannical about
setting dinner time; even George Washington claimed to be afraid of his
cook and went to table at the appointed time without waiting for tardy
guests. Parents are also empowered to require mealtime promptness. Miss
Manners is afraid that you will have to insist upon exercising your double
authority. She can validate it for you, but she cannot come over and round
everyone up.



Staying Put

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Can you please give an opinion to help settle a problem before
somebody gets diced with my electric carving knife?

I say that when you sit down to eat, you should eat without getting up
and deciding that you have to have some added condiment or item. I set the
table thoroughly and prepare good and varied meals three times a day. But
it seems that there is always something missing and that somebody has to
get up and go to the refrigerator. I tell them that if they were in a restaurant
they would not go into the kitchen and retrieve something and their reply is
that they are at home and want to feel comfortable. Getting up reminds me
of teen-aged boys who push their chairs back from the table and have to go
get a Coke or pickles or something like that. I have suggested eating in front
of the refrigerator with the doors open so that one could reach right in, but
the layout of our kitchen won’t permit this.

When we are invited to somebody’s house for a meal, I am satisfied
with what is on the table. I wouldn’t think of asking for something or going
to help myself to something additional. I was told that “everybody does it”
but I don’t believe it. I realize that we are in the age of Slobus Americanus
Rex, but surely there must be some set of manners or standards. We are all
waiting for a reply and you better hurry otherwise I might be writing to you
from behind bars the next time one of my family decides they have to get
up and get some sliced cheese to put on my home-made chili.

GENTLE READER:

There, there. You’re a little overworked, aren’t you? And perhaps a little
hurt that those for whom you cook want to make adjustments to the food?

Miss Manners begs you to put down the carving knife and be
reasonable. It is true that people would not pop up from the table when
eating out, but also that in a restaurant they would have ordered what they
wanted and asked a waiter to fetch anything that was missing, while in
someone else’s house, they would have had to accept what they might not
like.

Things should be different at home, but not because family members
needn’t have manners. It would be the greater part of politeness for these



people to set the table with whatever they might require, thus relieving you
from some of the work, as well as from their absences.

Ranking Relatives

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Could you elaborate on family etiquette regarding meals? Who serves?
Who is served first? What is served first? Also, who is served second, etc.,
when the family is alone, and when the family has one or two guests?

GENTLE READER:

In a simple, family-style meal, consisting of perhaps six people—a
grandparent, two parents, two children and a guest—it is possible to
combine four different ranking systems, so that everyone gets his just
desserts, except, of course, children who don’t deserve them. The systems
are blood, age, gender, and ability.

The privilege of serving dinner should go to the adult (age) in the
family (blood) who is most likely to get the food divided and transferred
from platter to plate without its lingering along the way on the tablecloth
(ability). The first portion goes to the oldest (age) unrelated (blood) female
(gender). Within the family, adult women are served by generation (first
Grandmama, then Mama), and then adult men by generation (Grandpapa
after Mama but before Papa). As one of these people is likely to be doing
the serving, that person is removed entirely from the order of precedence.
Serving oneself last not only looks modest, but gives one a clean place in
which to work.

The youngest generation should be served last, by the same rules,
beginning with unrelated females, and so on. However, many adults have
noticed the advantage, in large family gatherings, of serving children first
and then “excusing” them from the table. Ability is an important factor in
children’s ranking, as a person who lacks the ability to restrain his wailing
when he sees food on the table but not in front of him is likely to find that
he has rapidly passed the entire ranking system. There is an unfortunate
moral in that.

Respecting Relatives



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

When asking someone to pass an item, say the butter, my mother says
“Pass the butter.” I correct her to “Pass the butter, please.”

She maintains that if she is going to say “Thank you,” she is not
required to say “please.” Please clarify this so we can have closure to an
argument that has been going on for years.

GENTLE READER:

Did your poor mother grow up when there were wartime shortages?
Does she think that politeness is rationed? So if you’ve said “Good
morning,” you’ve used up your allotment for the day and can’t say “Good
night”? Actually, “please” and “thank you” come as a set, like—well, Miss
Manners realizes that it would no longer be understandable if she said like
love and marriage. Like salt and pepper.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Would you please comment on the proper etiquette for reading at the
dinner table? In particular, is it considered proper to prop a letter against the
salt shaker or to lean the newspaper against a carton of cottage cheese, in
order to free the hands for eating?

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners was about to duck this question, on the grounds that it is
never proper to read at the dinner table if anyone else is present and that
what you do when you eat alone is between you and your God, and not a
matter of etiquette. Then she came to the cottage cheese container. No
decent person would put a food package—including ketchup bottles, milk
cartons or cereal boxes—on the table, even at home alone with the shades
drawn.

Feeding Miss Manners

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

When you want to take the last of anything from the serving plate, can
you just take it? Or should you say, as a courtesy, “Would anyone else care
for the last piece of chicken?”



I am trying to teach my children decent table manners. If you ask, must
each of your siblings say, “No, you go ahead,” out of courtesy, even if s/he
actually wanted it? If your brother says, “Yes, I want it,” must you
gracefully allow him to take it, even though he pulls this on you every
night? Does it make a difference if the food is something difficult to split
(say, a chicken wing) versus something easy to split (mashed potatoes)?
Does it make a difference whether you are dining at home with your family
(still mannerly, of course, but more casual) or a guest at someone else’s
table (maybe the hostess would consider it rude of you to interrupt the
conversation with the question)?

GENTLE READER:

The rule is that you must leave the last item on the dish for—you’ll
never guess whom.

Miss Manners!

At least that was the rule in better days. (Better for Miss Manners, that
is; worse for everyone else.) It was considered greedy looking to polish off
all available food, and children were taught to “leave some for Miss
Manners.”

A fellow etiquetter, Eleanor Roosevelt, was the one to break the news
that Miss Manners’ meal ticket had been cancelled. In her Book of Common
Sense Etiquette, Mrs. Roosevelt reported that her grandmother had reversed
the rule when she noticed that it wasted food.

Now that you are probably in tears over Miss Manners’ travails, she
apologizes for digressing. (And thank you, but she always carries her own
handkerchief.) As much as she appreciates your teaching your children
table manners, Miss Manners is wary of this little routine. It does not apply
in company, because if there is a guest present, the guest should be offered
the last piece (without its being called such) and when they are guests they
should wait to be offered. Within the family, you could allow some latitude,
while being on the lookout to prevent grabbiness and encourage
consideration.

Better yet, teach your children that not everything on the platter has to
be finished, and that good children who clear the table and do the dishes are
entitled to consume leftovers in the kitchen.



MANNERS FOR PARTICULAR (AND ORNERY) FOODS

It is the opinion of many people who never attend formal dinner parties
that to be obliged to eat under such circumstances is a dreadful ordeal.
(Many people who do attend such events also consider them an ordeal, but
that is a different matter; these people are referring to the conversation.)
Actually, the formal dinner is one of the easiest ways there is of taking
sustenance. When a waiter appears at your left with a platter of carefully
apportioned food, and you have trouble taking some, he apologizes and
serves you. You are provided with a variety of sturdy tools with which to
attack the food: large china plates, solid silver knives and forks, a huge
damask napkin to protect you from your own mistakes. Should you select
the wrong implement, a whispered word will bring you a replacement. (In
any case, such errors are less serious than popularly supposed. Most formal
dinner tables are not patrolled by fork-enforcement officers, and unless you
use three implements at a time, it is hard to come out short at the end.)
What is impossible to eat, without covering yourself with embarrassment or
worse, is fast food. To attack, for example, a chiliburger, spareribs or hot
dog, you are issued a paper plate that sops up juice and sags, a plastic fork
that breaks and leaves its tines in your food, and five inches of thin paper
with which to wipe up the mess. Why people are not frightened of informal
meals, Miss Manners cannot understand. Any fool can sit at a mahogany
table and eat breast of guinea hen.

Artichokes

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What is the most efficient way of eating artichokes?

GENTLE READER:

For those who want to eat efficiently, God made the banana, complete
with its own color-coordinated carrying case. The artichoke is a miracle of
sensuality, and one should try to prolong such treats rather than dispatch
them speedily.

An important part of sensuality is contrast. First pull off a leaf with a
cruel, quick flick of the wrist, dip it in the sauce and then slowly and
lovingly pull the leaf through the teeth, with the chin tilted heavenward and



the eyes half closed in ecstasy. If the sauce drips, a long tongue, if you have
one, may be sent down to get it. When the leaves are gone, the true subtlety
of the artichoke reveals itself: a tender heart, covered with nasty bristles. To
contrast with the fingering, there should be a sudden switch to cool
formality. The fuzzy choke should be removed with dignified precision and
a knife and fork, so that the heart may then be consumed in ceremonial
pleasure.

Asparagus

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

The other night at the dinner table, my eight-year-old son started to eat
his asparagus with his fingers. When I brought this to his attention, my wife
informed me that it is considered good manners to eat this with the fingers.
Good etiquette tells me you don’t use the fingers for this vegetable.

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners tells you that you do. Asparagus is, indeed, correctly
eaten with the fingers, in a very old tradition of which few modern people
seem aware. Those who do know can therefore have a marvelous time
doing this in company or in restaurants and being reprimanded or at least
stared at, only to have the disapproving people find out later that they were
in the wrong. What Miss Manners wonders is how an eight-year-old boy
found out about this. Would he like to meet a refined Victorian lady?

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I am afraid that I must take exception to your response to the reader
who asked if it was proper to eat asparagus with your fingers. I have it on
good authority that one’s fingers should never be eaten with any other food.
I suspect that you misunderstood the question.

GENTLE READER:

How right you are. But after the fingers convey the asparagus to the
mouth, the fingers may then be eaten with whatever remains of the
hollandaise sauce.



Bacon

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
When I am eating breakfast out, or when I’m staying at someone’s
house, how do I eat breakfast bacon—with the fingers or a fork?

GENTLE READER:

The correct way to eat bacon is with a fork. Limp, greasy bacon is
easily eaten this way, but is not worth the eating. Crisp bacon is delicious,
but impossible to eat correctly. Life is often like that, but it’s a shame it has
to be that way at breakfast time.

Bread and Butter

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Why can’t bread be buttered all at once instead of in the time-
consuming method of breaking off small pieces, buttering each one, and
then eating it before breaking off another piece?

GENTLE READER:

It is not for nothing that bread has earned itself the title of Staff of Life,
as anyone will verify who has failed to catch a waiter’s eye in a restaurant.
Good bread deserves respect and must be eaten in the traditional fashion out
of reverence. Poorly made bread is consumed only as a pastime by people
whose meals are inadequate or late, and therefore should be eaten in as
complicated a manner as possible to fill the time. Children who make little
balls out of bread have the right motivation, although the wrong method.

Cake

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
How do you eat cake?

GENTLE READER:
So that you can have it too. This is done by cutting a bite-sized piece
with the edge of the fork and lifting it up to the mouth in such a way that



crumbs drift down and lodge themselves in the shirtfront. These may be
furtively picked up and eaten later.

Candy

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

How do you take a piece of candy when a box is passed around? How
can you tell which are the kind you like? Can you take more than one? Do
you take the paper frill it comes in along with the candy, or just the piece of
candy?

GENTLE READER:

Of course you know that “Take the one you touched” used to be the first
rule of social behavior. Well, it still applies to candy. So does taking one at a
time. As for the paper frill: Never leave behind evidence of how much you
have taken.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

When you advised a reader to throw away the paper frills that boxed
candy comes in, you said, “Never leave behind evidence of how much you
have taken.” Clearly this means that I must kill the person sitting next to me
if he saw me take a piece of candy. Tell me, Miss Manners, what is the
proper way to kill another houseguest? Please rush your answer, as I plan to
attend a party in the near future and I may want some candy while I am
there.

GENTLE READER:
People are not “evidence” they are witnesses. Killing witnesses is a
dreadful idea. Miss Manners hopes she has caught you in time.

Chips and Dips

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Please be kind enough to give me the correct way of eating chips and
dip. I was recently at a party and was very upset when quite a few of the



guests repeatedly put the same chip they had taken a bite out of back into
the dip. The bowl that contained the dip was for everyone. Was this proper?

GENTLE READER:

Your reading of the law—that one does not put food from one’s mouth
back into a communal dish—is correct. However, consider the
circumstances of the defense. The path of chip to dip to mouth is a
treacherous one. The chip may be broken into the dip. The dip may slide off
the chip. A full chip, laden with dip, is apt to end up on the lip. Half a dip
makes a safer trip.

Allow Miss Manners to propose one compromise, and one rhetorical
question, as soon as she can stop babbling. The compromise: Suppose we
require people to rotate their half-eaten chips, presenting a fresh edge for
the refill? The question: How many germs can balance on the end of a
potato chip anyway?

Clams

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What are long-necked clams, and how do you eat them?

GENTLE READER:

Long-necked clams are a comma-shaped creature of the sea that God
invented for people who can’t sop up enough garlic butter with snails. To
eat them, you need the following equipment:

Bowl of long-necked clams
Bowl of nasty, gray, watery broth
Bowl of garlic butter

Washable tablecloth

Towel disguised as napkin
Bathtub (optional)

Grab the slippery little devil firmly by its neck and rip away its shells.
Holding on to the base of the neck, pull back the tough outer skin covering
the neck, stripping the thing naked. All of this has a hostile tinge, but now
comes the caring part. Holding on to the edge of the neck, dip the clam, as



if it were Achilles, into the broth for a wash. Then dip it again into the
garlic butter. All of these activities are exciting in different ways, but the
challenge is to get the clam into the mouth before all the butter is absorbed
into the tablecloth. The fastidious clam eater will take a complete bath after
each clam.

Corn

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What is the proper way to eat corn on the cob?

GENTLE READER:
Left to right.

Eclairs

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

How does one properly serve chocolate éclairs for a bridge party
dessert?

GENTLE READER:

Chocolate éclairs are too good to waste on clothes, upholstery or bridge
hands, however poor. Everyone should be issued a plate, fork and napkin
with the éclair, and probably also a more stable surface on which to cut it
than a lap.

Eggs

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Is the proper way to cut a friend egg using a knife and fork or just a
fork? The knife seems like overkill to me.

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners is in the habit of tactfully correcting typographical errors,
but she couldn’t bear to change “friend” to “fried.” It sounds like such a



pleasant way to start the day. Well, not knifing a friend, exactly, but being
greeted by a friendly egg.

Even a hostile egg should not be attacked with a knife, however. Since
the days when people did most of their eating with their knives (the
fastidious first wiping off any blood stains left from hunting), it has been
the rule to use knives as little as possible, certainly not with anything so
pliant as an egg.

Fake Food

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What can one do about the increasingly common problem of fake food?
In a restaurant, it is easy. I simply ask the waiter or waitress to remove the
nondairy creamer and bring me real milk for my coffee. At a private home,
the situation is more difficult. A week ago, a friend asked if I would like
strawberries and whipped cream. However, when the dessert arrived, it
turned out to be strawberries and canned whip, quite a different thing from
what had been promised. I scraped the offending stuff off and ate the berries
only, while receiving puzzled looks from my friend. My husband says I
should have choked it down to be polite. Was I so obligated, having been
trapped into accepting it?

Also, I am frequently offered butter for rolls, etc., and the so-called
butter turns out to be margarine. I can think of several reasons why people
serve fake food—financial, medical, atrophied taste buds—but can think of
no reasons why they could not admit what they are serving and let their
guests decide if they want to accept or reject said foods. How should one
deal with this problem politely?

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners will uphold your right to truth in advertising if you
promise to apply it to commercial transactions only, and not to social ones.
She does not want you claiming fraud when your friends ask you to dinner
to meet what they say are interesting people you will be crazy about.

In restaurants you are certainly allowed to insist upon getting what was
on the menu. In people’s houses, you accept what you are given, but you do



not have to eat it. It is rude to point out to people that they have allowed
their language to deteriorate and their words have spoiled.

Fast Food

CHEESE SNACKS

If a finger bowl is not served with these, it is best to find a water
fountain afterward for the same purpose. Do not shake hands with
anyone directly after eating cheese snacks.

FRENCH FRIES

A quick motion of the wrist, such as one uses to shake down a
thermometer, will remove excess ketchup.

FRIED CHICKEN

The fingers are of great use here, in prying off the huge globs of
fried fat and placing them quietly on the side of the plate so that the
chicken itself may be eaten.

HOT DOGS

While the hot dog in a bun is finger food, this does not include
using the finger to push the meat along so that it will come out evenly
with the bun at the end. The way to eat a hot dog is to accept the fact
that nothing—not the mustard, nor the relish, nor the meat—will come
out even, so a wad of tasteless bun must be consumed at the end.

P1ZZA

This may be lowered into the mouth by hand, small end of the
triangle first, taking care that the strings of cheese also arrive in the
mouth.



SLOPPY JOE

The only way to eat this neatly is to eat the paper plate on which it
is served; lifting the food out of it is a mistake.

Fish

Fish think they’re so smart. Just because they get to loll in the water all
the time, while the rest of us have to get out when our lips turn blue or our
two weeks’ holiday runs out, they think they deserve special treatment in
everything.

At the dinner table there are special rules for the eating of fish that
friendly animals, such as veal and mutton, wouldn’t dream of requiring.
Take the matter of bone and pit removal. Miss Manners is always telling
people the simple rule about removing undesirable material from the
mouth: It goes out the way it came in. A bit of chicken bone that went in by
fork goes out by fork; a grape seed that went in by hand goes out by hand.
But that’s not good enough for fish. Fish have to be the exception, and fish
bones that go in by fish fork are nevertheless entitled to a return trip by
hand.

This unwillingness to go along with the crowd does not make fish
popular. Some people won’t eat them at all because they don’t want
anything to do with them, and others who, out of kindheartedness, don’t eat
agreeable animals, don’t mind eating fish, whom they think of as being
cold. You might call someone a “cold fish,” but you wouldn’t call a
different sort of person “a hot, passionate fish.”

This may be the reason that fish is often served with the head still on.
No one would have the gumption to dig into a turkey while its beady eye
was staring up from the plate, but a fish head is not considered to have a
reproachful expression, so many people are able to ignore it. They have
enough troubles dealing with the body.

Characteristically, fish require special tools. The old-fashioned
equipment was two forks, which were used to rake the fish meat as if it
were gravel in a Japanese garden. In Victorian times, the fish fork and fish
knife were invented, which makes them considered déclassé by people who
already had their family silver. The knife blade has an interesting shape, as
if someone had ironed an obelisk and bent it off to one side. The fish knife



and fish fork should be enthusiastically adopted by brides, restaurants and
anyone else who expects fish in his life. By grabbing the fish fork firmly in
the left hand and the fish knife in the right, pencil style, one arms oneself
for a fair contest with any fish. Without them, the fish, using its tiny white
bones as darts, is likely to win in the end.

Some people believe in decapitating the fish first and detailifying it too;
others preserve its form, placed across the plate, head to the left and tail to
the right. To eat a whole fish that is facing to the right is disgusting and
vulgar. The method of attack, which dear Evelyn Waugh called
ichthyotomy, is to use the knife to slit the fish from gill to tail just above the
middle of its side, where it keeps its backbone, before it has a chance to
realize what is going on. If you then lift the fish meat off carefully, it should
be bone-free. If not, see above method of bone removal. If the bone has
gone too deep for that, see a doctor.

The proper dissection of a fish under social conditions. Anchor
fish with fork and cut along dotted line with fish knife or a
second fork. Pry flesh open at C-B, and lift top section. Eat,
starting at A; then lift B section and eat, from left to right, or



head to toe—no, tail. Remove skeleton with knife and eat
underside. The fish may be decapitated before eating. Squeeze
lemon with right hand, using left hand as umbrella to protect

dinner partner’s eyes.

After that half has been eaten, the backbone may be removed so that the
entire fish skeleton may be placed to the side of the rest of the food.
Sometimes that doesn’t work, however, so one waits until no one is looking
and then flips the fish until it again presents a whole side, which is slit as
the first side was.

If you can accomplish all this, you have the satisfaction of knowing that
you have fought by the fish’s own rules, and won. You may then proceed to
the meat course, glowing with triumph.

Fruit

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I am uncertain about the correct way to eat fruit, although I like nothing
better. Does it depend on what the fruit is, or the circumstances under which
it is served, or is it a matter of individual preference? I am referring to such
questions as peeled vs. unpeeled, and hand vs. fork. More and more often,
probably because of everybody’s dieting, I see bowls of fruit used as
centerpieces for dinner parties and then being passed as the dessert course.

GENTLE READER:

Fruit occupies the place in the food world that the ingenue does in
society. That is, it is usually fresh (but occasionally stewed), and although
welcome anywhere for its charm and simplicity, it requires more
complicated treatment when going about socially than it does when it is just
hanging around the house.

Also, it is a mistake to treat individual members of this group in the
same fashion, because some of the strongest-looking ones are frank and
adaptable, while others look soft but have hearts of stone.

The least formal way to eat fruit is to pick it from a tree or fruit stand
and pop it into your mouth with your hand. It is customary to secure the
permission of the owner, and a good rinsing doesn’t hurt either.



The most formal method is to attack it with fruit knife and fork until it
is halved, then quartered and, if you wish, skinned. As all this fierceness
might be considered overkill with, say, a grape; small fruits are formally
eaten by hand, with the pits quietly transferred from tongue to hand to plate.

Here are the details:

APPLES

Informal: Grasp at ends, bite, and rotate.
Formal: Stab with fork, quarter and peel (optional); eat with fork.

APRICOTS

Informal: Same as apple, but with emergency napkin poised, and
rotating from left to right, as well as back to front.
Formal: Halve, cut out pit and eat with fork.

BANANAS

Informal: Strip peel gradually, using bottom part as holder.

Formal: Strip peel entirely away, cut slices and eat with fork. N.B.:
Eating a banana with a knife and fork is almost as funny to spectators
as slipping on a banana peel.

BERRIES

Informal: Grasp stem with hand and pull with hand while securing
berry with teeth.
Formal: Use a spoon.

CHERRIES

Informal: Same as berries, then remove pit with hand.
Formal: Use a spoon, especially if the cherry is nestling in ice
cream.



GRAPES

Informal: Grape goes in by hand, and seed comes out by hand.
Formal: Cut cluster with grape scissors and then follow same
procedure.

ORANGES

Informal: Cut in quarters and hold by peel while slurping noisily.
Better yet, squeeze into glass.

Formal: Peel and then cut, or cut and then peel, whichever is easier
(both are nearly impossible), and eat sections with fork.

PEACHES

Informal: Same as apricots, but with more absorbent napkin.
Formal: Cut in quarters around pit, peel and eat with fork.
Apologize to hostess for staining tablecloth.

PEARS

Informal: Same as apples.
Formal: Fresh, same as apple; stewed, with dessert spoon and fork.

PINEAPPLE

Informal: Same as formal. It is a mistake to hold an unpeeled
pineapple in the hand and bite into it.

Formal: Quarter, cut from peel, slice and eat with fork. Wonder
why hosts didn’t perform this in pantry.

WATERMELON

Informal: Same as pineapple, but flecking away seeds with knife.



Highly informal: Put face into watermelon and see who can spit the
seeds farthest.

Garnishes

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Do I or do I not? There are many of the garnishes that I really enjoy. Is
it considered appropriate to eat them? Please enlighten me.

GENTLE READER:
Whether you do or do not is hardly something Miss Manners would
consider to be her business. Garnishes, however, are. You may eat them.

Grapefruit

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What is the best way to eat grapefruit?

GENTLE READER:

Carefully, if at all. The grapefruit is a particularly vicious piece of work
with a sour disposition, just lying in wait to give someone a good squirt in
the eye. If the grapefruit sections have not been loosened with a grapefruit
knife before serving, or if you are not armed with a pointed grapefruit
spoon, give up. It will get you before you get it.

Ice Cream

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Is it proper to mush ice cream that is served in a bowl? I prefer to eat it
soft.

GENTLE READER:
No, it isn’t, but it does taste better that way, doesn’t it? The proper
method is to become vivaciously engaged in conversation as soon as the ice



cream has been served, and then, when it has turned into a puddle on its
own, to eat it.

Ice-Cream Cones

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Admittedly, it sounds silly to have to ask how to eat an ice cream cone.
But I always end up with a mess dripping all over myself. Can it be that
there is a right and a wrong way to eat ice cream cones?

GENTLE READER:

Much more than that, it is an art. Many parents mistakenly think that
there is a natural instinct for the eating of ice-cream cones, and then they
make a dreadful fuss about the upholstery.

The problem is a seemingly insoluble one, namely that the cone is
served empty with the scoop or scoops of ice cream on top of its fragile rim,
but the eater is expected to place the frozen substance inside the cone
during the course of his eating. It may be done, but it requires the ability to
plan, manual and lingual dexterity, and a knowledge of physics and
geometry.

First, lick the ice cream in a clockwise motion (counterclockwise for
left-handed people), until the scoop is not wider than the rim of the cone.
No overlap is permitted. Then, placing the tip of the tongue in the center of
the remaining scoop, push gently downward. This requires much skill
because if you apply too much pressure, the cone will burst in your hand
like a crystal goblet. After each such push, additional edge licking will be
needed, as the pressure forces the scoop outward. With careful planning,
you should be able to fill the cone at the same time that you are filling your
stomach. The cone, once full, is nibbled clockwise down to the tip, which is
put whole into the mouth. This sounds like a great deal of work, but once
mastered, the ability will serve you well in other, more sophisticated areas
of life, such as frozen yogurt cones.

Ice-Cream Sodas

DEAR MISS MANNERS:



There are so few places where ice cream sodas are still made—I mean
the kind where the syrup and ice cream and soda have to be mixed right
there at the soda fountain, by hand—but I still love them. My question is
how to eat the soda properly, when I get the chance, without spilling it all
over the place. There is a certain amount of mixing that has to be done by
the person who is eating it, and that’s what I have the problem with.

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners quite agrees with you about the value of the ice-cream
soda, which is one of the great gastronomical treats of the American
cuisine. A true artistic creation goes by its own rules, some of which would
be considered scandalous if practiced in connection with lesser
achievements.

First eat the cherry alone with the spoon. Next, remembering
Archimedes’ principle, eat the whipped cream with the spoon, without
attempting to force it into the full glass. You then have a slight amount of
space between the level of the drink and the rim of the glass, which is your
working space. Insert the spoon into the glass and poke at the ice-cream
scoop.

The first sip may be taken through the straw. It will not be a perfect
blend of soda, ice cream and syrup, but will serve as a prelude to the
perfection that occurs when, through hard work and the natural
consequences of putting ice cream into soda water, full blending may take
place.

The great paradox here—and fine art is full of ironic contradictions—is
that the soda begins to disappear just as it reaches its perfect state. How like
life itself. It is for this reason that Miss Manners has given the ice-cream
soda a unique privilege. And that is that the drinker may take three—he is
entitled to no more than three—noisy slurps to get up those few last drops.

Lobster

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Lobster bibs make people look silly. I hate them. I have actually been
ignored, however, by waiters who fasten them around my neck, without
asking, when I tell them I want to eat my lobster without one, taking my



own chances about soiling my clothes. Do I have to order something else at
a restaurant unless I am willing to wear their bib?

GENTLE READER:

The reason that God made the lobster delicious, messy and expensive,
all at once, was to reserve for humanity one treat that is better enjoyed in
the privacy of the home. There is nothing better than boiled lobster with
garlic butter, but you pay a restaurant a considerable markup for something
that is simple to make, and as it is impossible to eat neatly, you expose
yourself to public ridicule. Eat your lobster at home, wearing washable
clothes, and you will not need a bib.

Nuts

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Could you please tell the correct way to eat nuts at the dinner table and
at a buffet.

GENTLE READER:

Is there a nut spoon?

Of course not. It is Miss Manners who must be nuts to inquire, as she is
the only person left on earth who puts these out so that the nuts can be
spooned into the eager fist. Failing this nicety, people must use their bare
hands, she is afraid. Under such conditions, fastidiousness consists of not
taking all the choice ones and leaving the peanuts, and not licking the salt
from the fingers and then plunging them back into the nut dish.

Peas

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
I know that peas should not be eaten with a knife, but how do you eat
them? I have trouble getting them on my fork. Should I mash them first?

GENTLE READER:
Peas are unique in that they are the only vegetable with a herd instinct.
Thus it is easily possible to catch them when armed only with a fork if they



are crowded together and feeling safe; but impossible by conventional
means to catch one or two that have strayed from the herd and are therefore
on their guard. Don’t even try. You will only work yourself into a rage and
end up with one or two peas dancing around the rim of your plate, laughing
at you.

Pickles

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I love eating pickles, but I’m afraid that eating them whole, as I often
do, might not be considered proper. I know that it’s all right to put pickle
slices on hamburgers and sandwiches, but I am not sure if they should be
eaten by themselves. Do you know of a correct way to eat them?

GENTLE READER:

Pickles should be eaten with relish. No—mnot that kind of relish—
enjoyment. A large, slurpy pickle is eaten from the hand under informal
circumstances, while the more dressed-up pickle, which is either small or

sliced, may find its way to more formal meals, where it should be eaten by
fork.

Pomegranates

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

A friend says there is no polite way to eat pomegranates in public. I say
that providing they have been completely peeled and the seeds separated,
one can eat them, singly or in groups, and discard the pits via a spoon, on
one’s plate. Please don’t answer that a squeezer would solve the problem by
allowing you to have pomegranate juice.

GENTLE READER:

Why not? Why should you have all the fun? If you are eating
pomegranates, it seems to Miss Manners that you are having about as much
fun as a human being can stand. The pomegranate is nature’s little tease,
inviting you to guess which parts of it are edible and which are not. Some
people throw out the seeds and are sorry afterward, and some people eat the



pulp and are sorry about that. The key skill here is knowing how to admit
defeat gracefully, which is to deposit mistakes neatly in the spoon and then
on the plate, as you describe.

Potatoes

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I am extremely fond of baked potato, and the heck with the calories. I
eat so many, the least I can do is to eat them correctly. But if you slice into
the potato, you get a smooth surface and the butter slides right off it.
Everybody knows that baked potato tastes best with the butter mashed right
into it, but I can’t find anyone who knows how to do this politely.

GENTLE READER:

Well, now you have. Baked potato is properly broken up with the
fingers, from which we get the expression “a hot potato.” (Considerate
cooks cut an X on the top before serving, so that the heat escapes
somewhat, but how many considerate cooks are there?) This gives an
irregular surface. Then the butter is put on it—not with the knife, as you
might expect, but with the fork. A flick of the wrist mashes some of the
butter, and no one will be the wiser. You may do this one half at a time,
eating from the shell, which you may steady with the left hand. Shell eaters
may then cut up the shell with fork and knife.

Potato Chips

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What is the proper way to eat potato chips?

GENTLE READER:

With a knife and fork. A fruit knife and an oyster fork, to be specific.
For pity’s sake, what is this world coming to? Miss Manners doesn’t mind
explaining the finer points of gracious living, but feels that anyone who
doesn’t have the sense to pick up a potato chip and stuff it into his mouth
probably should not be running around loose on the streets.



Prunes

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

When eating stewed prunes, where is the proper place to put the pits? I
am assuming that the whole prune is put into the mouth. Is the pit eased as
unobtrusively as possible back onto the spoon and then put in—on—where?

GENTLE READER:

Stewed or not, you must take inedibles out the way you put them in. If
you put it in with the spoon—and let’s hope that in the case of stewed
prunes, that is what you did—it comes out onto the spoon. The skill is to get
the pit clean while it is still in your mouth, so that what comes out has no
food attached to it. It is fun to watch the facial maneuvers of a person trying
to do this. Now, where do you put the pit? On the plate under the dish in
which the prunes were served.

Salt

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
You wouldn’t think that something so common and ordinary as table
salt would require training to use, but I have several unresolved problems.

1. What is the formal way to serve salt? I am thinking of where it should
be put on the table, and in what. Also, how much—that is, how many
guests to a salt shaker?

2. When someone asks me to pass the salt, it is often a reminder that I
haven’t yet salted my own food. May I do so before passing the salt?

3. If there is a salt and pepper set, do I pass both together, even if only the
salt was requested?

GENTLE READER:
Common salt may be, but ordinary it is not, being truly a seasoning for
all.

1. The really fastidious person will serve salt in tiny open dishes, with
salt spoons, at a formal dinner, and not use a salt shaker. Almost no



one except Miss Manners is that fastidious, however. Such salt cellars
are placed between every two guests, or, if you want to go all out, one
in front of each guest.

2.No, you may not. That is like using a friend’s engagement
announcement to notice how suitable a partner the betrothed would
make for yourself.

3. Keep them together. Like many couples, one is sought after and the
other generally ignored, but the polite person will treat them as a
couple and invite them together.

Sandwiches

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
I like to have a club sandwich for lunch, but my mouth isn’t big enough

to get all the layers in at one bite. Should I try to eat it with a knife and
fork?

GENTLE READER:

The club sandwich is typical of the club decision, usually thought of by
a committee that tries to fit in everyone and ends up making a mess. You
will never manage to pack all that stuff onto a fork. Save the fork for eating
whatever has dropped out of the sandwich when it is eaten, as a civilized
sandwich is intended to be eaten, with the hands.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
When a multistory sandwich is served, such as a club sandwich, and it
is held together with frilled toothpicks, what do you do with the toothpicks?

GENTLE READER:
You take them out of the sandwich. What did you think: You eat them?

Shish Kebab

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
When eating shish kebab, are the pieces of meat, onion, etc., left on the
stick, or are they removed before eating, and if so, how?



GENTLE READER:

Are we talking about a vicious metal skewer, or about an oversized
toothpick at a cocktail party? Miss Manners needs to know these things.
There is no use coming in here and claiming you want help until you are
ready to bare your very soul. The metal weapon served for a meal is held
daintily by one end in the left hand, while the other hand (right), wielding a
fork, slides the goodies off onto the rice. The wooden portable variety is
eaten from, as ice cream is from a stick, with about the same lack of success
in the areas of neatness and grace.

Shrimp

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have a recipe for broiled shrimp with garlic that doesn’t say anything
about peeling the shrimp before cooking. Can unpeeled shrimp be served at
a luncheon? How do people peel them? Do I provide a dish for the
peelings? How are you supposed to eat this dish?

GENTLE READER:

You are supposed to eat this dish while sitting in a Spanish café, sipping
sherry. Peeling the shrimp is half the fun. You grab each shrimp by its wee
little legs, tugging to pull them all off as an unpleasant child would pull the
wings from a fly. You then dig the thin shell away from the shrimp and eat
the shrimp. Then you find that the shrimp is so delicious that you attempt to
catch a waiter’s eye to reorder. In the forty-five minutes before the new
order comes, your eyes and fingers gradually wander toward the shrimp
shells, which smell of garlic. Surreptitiously, you slip a shell into your
mouth. The shell tastes like fingernail parings, but the garlic is so good that
you eat the remaining shells. You then crumple your napkin on top of your
plate so the waiter won’t look around to see what became of the shrimp
shells.

As you can see, all of this is such an adventure that you could hardly
conduct a decent luncheon party while it is going on. Miss Manners
suggests you save this recipe for the privacy of your family.



Snails

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What is the proper equipment necessary to eat snails? And then, how do
you use it?

GENTLE READER:

Surely you mean to ask: What is the maximum equipment you can use
to eat snails, and how can you make the biggest fuss and have the most fun
doing it?

Snails, after all, may be prepared in many delicious ways and served in
a sauce on a plate or on toast that is, in turn, on a plate. All you need then is
a fork, and some dexterity in cutting the sodden toast with the edge of the
fork. To make the most of the dish theatrically and still have something
slurpy to eat, you can buy snail plates, tongs and forks, hide the snails in
shells to give them a sporting chance and then attack them with both hands
and all this metal.

The snail plates are ceramic or metal, with indentations for the snail
shells, in which are put the snails themselves, usually floating in garlic
butter. The whole mess has probably been broiled as a unit, so slyly
steadying your plate with your fingers, never proper, is in this case
promptly and severely punished. Snail tongs have a bowl that opens when
you press the handle and closes around the snail shell, anchoring it. The
fork is narrow, with two prongs that pierce the snail and drag it out of its
lair. As the tongs are held in the left hand and the fork in the right, it is
permissible to empty the shell of its sauce over the extracted snail.

Now comes the real conflict of the conscience. As you know, Miss
Manners does not approve of sopping up sauces with bread. However, she
approves of garlic butter. That is why you see her turning discreetly away
from you at the table, and also why you hear her offering to clear the snail
dishes from the table.

Soup
Do you have a kinder, more adaptable friend in the food world than
soup? Who soothes you when you are ill? Who refuses to leave you when
you are impoverished and stretches its resources to give you hearty



sustenance and cheer? Who warms you in winter and cools you in summer?
Yet who is also capable of doing honor to your richest table and impressing
your most demanding guests?

Why, then, do people so mistreat this inestimable friend? They dump it
unceremoniously into all the wrong containers, pay no attention to its
modest preferences in spoons, tilt it from side to side until it is afraid of
perishing in an oceanic storm, make frightful noises at it and leave spoons
pitched into it, like daggers in trusting hearts.

Soup does its loyal best, no matter what undignified conditions are
imposed upon it. But soup knows the difference. Soup is sensitive. You
don’t catch steak hanging around when you’re poor or sick, do you? Soup
deserves to be treated well. If soup could talk—and it doesn’t, because it
feels there is quite enough unpleasant noise made in its immediate vicinity
—here is what it would say: Not all soups are alike, and if possible, we
would like you to distinguish among us. Like you, we enjoy going
differently to different occasions; what is appropriate at home with the
family is not at a formal dinner. So don’t just put us all in cereal bowls and
attack us with teaspoons. We like soup spoons, which have large, oval
bowls, although we are perfectly happy to lend these to desserts when we
are finished with them. If you can manage it, we also like smaller, round-
bowled spoons for soups served in cups.

Handled cups are what all jellied soups like, and cold soups prefer. We
generally like cups at luncheon, with little matching plates underneath. At
dress-up dinners, we prefer soup plates, which are wide, and have broad,
flat rims for the same reason that you are required to have a concrete apron
around a swimming pool. You can put the soup plate right on the place
plate, if you like, or on an underliner. The only thing we really can’t bear,
even in the kitchen or on the sickbed tray, is not having any plate at all
beneath the soup plate or cup.

As for serving soup, we are really very accommodating about that, even
for formal dinners. We could insist that soup be passed at the table, as every
other food does, but passing a soup tureen on a platter is madness, we
recognize, so we agree to the easier method of serving up in the kitchen and
putting the soup plates on the table, already filled. We love tureens for
family-style service, however.

We have become very modern about allowing you to tilt the soup plate
gently away from you at the finish of the soup course, knowing what a



shame it would be to force you to leave good soup uneaten. Handled soup
cups we encourage you to pick up and drink from, while cautioning you
that it is wiser to eat the fishballs, mushrooms, or noodles first with your
spoon.

Now, about that spoon. Please hold it parallel to your mouth. It is the
side of the spoon that should kiss the mouth, not the oval tip. The soup is
gently and quietly poured from the soup spoon bowl, over its side, into the
mouth. It is not inhaled. If you knew how often people do dreadful things to
soup, kind, caring soup, you would weep. And even as the tears rolled from
your cheeks, your faithful soup would expand in response.

Spaghetti

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
How do you eat spaghetti with a spoon?

GENTLE READER:

Bite your tongue. This is not an eating instruction, but an old-fashioned
reprimand to anyone who would even entertain such an outrageous idea as
eating spaghetti with a spoon.

Actually, there simply is no easy, foolproof way to eat spaghetti, and
that is just as well when you think of how gloriously fat we would all be if
there were. The inevitable slippage of spaghetti from the fork back onto the
plate is Nature’s way of controlling human piggishness. A fork is the only
utensil that may be used to eat spaghetti while anyone is looking. It must
make do with whatever cooperation it may muster from the plate and the
teeth. The fork is planted on the plate, and the spaghetti is then twirled
around the tines of the fork. If you can manage to use the grated cheese to
add grit to the mixture for better control, so much the better. The twirled
forkful is then presented to the mouth. If this were an ideal world, all the
spaghetti strands would begin and end in the same place, so that the mouth
could receive the entire forkful at once. However, we have all learned that
compromises must often be made, and the fact is that one will often find a
few long strands hanging down outside the mouth.

As you may not spit these parts back onto the plate, what are you to do
with them? Well, for heaven’s sake. Why do you think God taught you to



inhale?

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Eating spaghetti is a two-handed exercise, and it does employ the use of
a spoon. But consider first your proposed method, the fork perched like a
flagpole on the plate, twirling the spaghetti around its base as though to drill
a hole in the china. Ugh. Proper, perhaps, for a Roto-Rooter man. The
correct way to eat spaghetti is with a fork and a soup spoon. The soup
spoon is held in the right hand, the fork in the left. One cannot eat spaghetti
properly without a soup spoon. Shame on you.

GENTLE READER:

That many people use spoons to assist forks in eating spaghetti, Miss
Manners is well aware. That correct spaghetti eating, with fork only, is not
easy, Miss Manners also knows. (Why Miss Manners is suddenly writing
her sentences backward, she does not know.) The most rewarding things in
life require patience and diligence. In the civilized world, which includes
the United States and Italy, it is incorrect to eat spaghetti with a spoon. The
definition of “civilized” is a society that does not consider it correct to eat
spaghetti with a spoon.

Steak

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
Would you please tell me, is it proper to put your steak sauce on the
steak, or off to the side and dip your meat?

GENTLE READER:

If you are asking about sauce béarnaise, which is Miss Manners’ idea
of a steak sauce, the answer is to ladle it right onto the meat, where it will
do the most good. If, however, you are talking about bottled steak sauce,
you must allow Miss Manners to beg you, fervently, to have it decanted
from the commercial bottle into something fit for the table before you even
think about putting any on your steak. It, too, may then be ladled directly on
the steak.



The principle about putting things to one side is to avoid using a
community utensil, such as the butter knife that travels with the butter—as
opposed to your very own butter knife—on your individual portion. Ladles
and even (Miss Manners is closing her eyes and pretending not to see this)
bottles dribble onto your portion, rather than touch it.

Taffy

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What is the correct way to eat saltwater taffy?

GENTLE READER:
With the mouth closed. Actually, that is the way to eat all food, but taffy
is the only food capable of enforcing the rule.

Tomatoes

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Will you please tell me the proper way to eat cherry tomatoes (large and
small ones)? I like them very much, but don’t eat them when eating out for
fear of being embarrassed.

GENTLE READER:

The cherry tomato is a wonderful invention, producing, as it does, a
satisfactorily explosive squish when bitten. This sensation must, however,
be confined to the inside of the mouth, not shared with one’s friends or
one’s tie or blouse. Small tomatoes should be chosen for one-bite
consumption in a closed mouth. Large ones may be treated as ordinary
tomatoes and sliced, which is not as much fun. Medium-sized ones are
neither here nor there.



Social Intercourse

VOCABULARY

ETIQUETTE WENT to a lot of trouble to invent short code words and
expressions to indicate goodwill in the daily give and take of life. The
prime examples are “please” and “thank you,” which your mother
annoyingly called The Magic Words.

Miss Manners will thank you to remember that these are merely grace
notes intended to soothe and excuse the jostling of one person’s needs
against another’s. To subject them to psychological and sociological
analysis is not just silly but tedious.

Nor should they be put to a truth test. It is their job to create the fiction
that people who use them do not wish to disturb others and are grateful for
even the smallest favors.

So naturally, during the Age of Querulousness, people started objecting
to them as not just unnecessary but degrading. Even now, when society has
become as graceless as they might wish, some still do.

Because the expressions ceased to be universally taught, generations
grew up without learning how to use them. As the need to get along with
others remains, people of goodwill are stumbling along as best they can,
often with awkward or easily misunderstood substitutes. Here, then, is a
glossary of, ah, magic words. Just learn them. Please.

Please. Precedes any request, however trivial or perfunctory.
Unauthorized replacements: “I need you to...” or “You want to...”

Thank you. Follows any granted request, however trivial or perfunctory.
(Note to Gentle Reader who argues that he is “not obliged to be profusely
grateful for a person’s actions or requests in the normal course of their
work”: No, but you are obliged to say “please” and “thank you” to them.)
You’re welcome. Response to “thank you.” Unauthorized replacements: “No
problem” and “Thank You.” (Note to Gentle Reader who argues that “we
need to assure customers that there is not anything that cannot be done to
assist them”: Yes, there probably is, but you can create that impression by
saying “Certainly, I’d be happy to...” when the request is made and then



cheerfully fulfilling it.) No, thank you. Negative response to offers, typically
of refreshments. Unauthorized replacement: “I’m fine.”

Yes, please. Positive response to offers. Unauthorized replacement:
“Okay.”

Excuse me. Preface to interrupting or otherwise inconveniencing
someone.

Unauthorized replacements. “Hey,” “Coming through!” “I’m just going
to sneak by you here,” “Let me just steal that” and “Well, excuse You.”
(Note to numerous Gentle Readers who point out that “Excuse me” is often
the immediate prelude to grabbing and shoving: Deplorably true, but would
you really be happier with the unannounced rude action?) Pardon Me.
Pseudoapology when one believes one is in the right. Unauthorized
replacement: “I’m really more of a victim.”

I’'m sorry. Response to complaints about mistakes made by oneself or
one’s place of employment. Unauthorized replacements: “I’m sorry you feel
that way,” “I can see you’re upset,” “I wasn’t here that day,” “Okay, here’s
what you have to do.”

That’s quite all right. Acceptance of apology, can be said graciously or
grudgingly. Unauthorized replacement: “Well, you ought to be.”
(Authorized replacement of traditional rejection of apology, from “My
seconds will call you in the morning” to “You’ll hear from my lawyer.”) Sir,
Madam, Ma’am, Miss. Courtesy titles to people whose names are not
known to the speaker. Unauthorized replacement: “You guys.” (Response to
argument of “It makes me feel old”: Perhaps you are, but whatever your
age, you can’t alter it by being rude to people who treat you with dignity.)
DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Must you say please to your dog when commanding him to sit? “Sit!”
sounds so dictatorial.

GENTLE READER:

How else are you going to teach him to say “Thank you”? If you do not
wish to act as a superior to your dog, even “Please sit” is somewhat strong.
What about “Oh, do sit down and make yourself comfortable”?

Conventional Phrases



Whether it is a deficiency in abstract reasoning or of language skills,
Miss Manners is not certain. But she does know that people who insist on
taking social idiomatic expressions literally have a problem. Two problems,
actually. The second one is being tiresome.

“Why did she ask me how I feel if she didn’t want to hear about what
I’ve been through?”

“I’m not going to address him as ‘dear’ or sign myself “Yours truly’ or
‘Sincerely,” when he’s certainly not dear to me and I’'m not truly or
sincerely or any other way his.”

“They told me I could stay with them any time I’m in town, and when I
wrote them about next weekend, they said they already had plans and didn’t
offer to cancel them.”

Naturally patient and tolerant, not to say saintly, Miss Manners
nonetheless grows testy with people who make such arguments. She cannot
believe that they honestly don’t understand what a conventional phrase is.
She thinks they want to strip these remarks of their usefulness and then
laugh at their nakedness. What a nasty urge that is.

However, it does occasionally happen that an expression of that sort can
change its meaning somewhat, or that it could have more than one meaning,
depending on how and by whom it is said. Here, therefore, is a short
glossary of social idioms: How do you do? How are you? Both of these
mean “Hello.” The correct question, when you want to know how
someone’s digestion or divorce is getting along, is “Tell me, how have you
really been?”

Call me. This can mean “Don’t bother me now—Ilet’s discuss it on
office time” or “I would accept if you asked me out” or “I can’t discuss this
here” or “Don’t go so fast.”

I’ll call you. This has opposite meanings, and you have to judge by the
delivery. One is the notoriously ephemeral declaration “Let’s start
something,” and the other is “Don’t call me.”

Let’s have lunch. Among social acquaintances, this means “If you ever
have nothing to do on a day I have nothing to do, unlikely as that is, let’s
get together.” Among business acquaintances, it means “If you have
something useful to say to me, I’ll listen.”

Let’s have dinner. Among social acquaintances, it means “Let’s advance
this friendship.” Among business acquaintances, it means “Let’s turn this
into a friendship.”



Please stop by some time and see me. Said to someone who lives in the
same area, it means “Call me if you’d like to visit me.” Genuine dropping
in disappeared with the telephone, so if you want to encourage that, you
have to say “I’m always home in the mornings. Don’t bother to call; just
drop by.”

Please come and stay with me. Missing a date and said to someone from
another area, this means “I would consider extending an invitation at your
convenience if it coincides with my convenience.”

We must get together. Watch out here, because there are several similar
expressions. This one means “I like you but I’'m too busy now to begin
another friendship.”

We really must see more of each other. One of the tricky ones, this
actually means “I can’t make the time to see you. “

We must do this more often. Another variation, it means, “This was
surprisingly enjoyable, but it’s still going to happen infrequently.”

Yours truly, Yours sincerely. The first is business, the second distant
social. Both mean “Well I guess that’s all I’ve got to say so I’ll close now.”

Is all that clear? Oh, one last thing. People who say “I only say what I
really mean,” really mean “I am about to insult you.”

Greetings

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What is the difference between “Good morning” and “Good day”? Is
there any?

GENTLE READER:

Yes, indeed. “Good morning” is an opener, and “Good day” is a closer.
Although “Good morning” can be purely a greeting, to which only the same
words are expected as a reply, this function has, for the most part, been
replaced by “Hi.” Therefore, “Good morning” usually leads to “How are
you?” and other such mild conversational excursions.

“Good day,” an extremely useful expression, is less often employed.
With the proper tone, perhaps expanded to “I wish you a good day, sir,” it
means “Get out of my sight this instant” in the language of irreproachable
manners.



Growth

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My children hate it when adults say, “My, how you’ve grown!” or
something like that. People do it all the time, of course, and I tell them they
just have to expect it. Yet I find myself at a loss when confronted with other
people’s children. There is some kid, hiding behind his parents’ legs, and I
find myself saying things just as bad as what others say to my children.
What should grown-ups say to children on such occasions?

GENTLE READER:

Nothing that would be considered rude if the child said it back. A child
of Miss Manners’ acquaintance who was brought along to an adult party
and told, when he left, that he had “behaved like a perfect gentleman,”
replied to the host, “So did you.” Miss Manners feels that the child came
out ahead in this encounter. All basic social remarks are silly; the best one
can do is to keep them from being patronizing as well. “How do you like
this weather?” and “Stock market killing you?” may not be brilliant, but
they are better than “The last time I saw you, you were only so high.”

Unauthorized yet Common Remarks

Genuinely dumb remarks are those that sound insulting, even though no
ill will went into them, or sound nosy, even though no real curiosity
prompted them. They are uttered just because the speaker felt inclined to
say something, and never thought to analyze how it might strike the target.

The most popular dumb remark now seems to be “You look tired,”
beating out the “Smile!” command, which had a long run. This replacement
is at least more likely to produce results. Telling someone he or she looks
tired has the effect of making the person look even more tired, the original
state being compounded by the wearying knowledge that one’s dragginess
is so obvious. But then, instructions to cheer up generally produced the
same effect.

The appearance of other people, almost always a dangerous subject for
commentary (the exception being when someone you love gets dressed up
and it becomes dangerous not to comment), is a major inspiration for dumb
remarks. To point out to others that they are short, tall, fat, thin, pregnant,



using a wheelchair, looking anxious or blushing is not as informative as
many people imagine, and to inquire why is not likely to enlighten or amuse
even the one who asks.

When it comes to unsolicited suggestions for improving the appearance
and such, the merely thoughtless are often confused with proselytizers, who
are as purposeful as they are rude. But instead of recommending therapists
and handing out exercise plans, the former just deliver offhand remarks,
such as “You could stand a haircut,” “That’s a terrible neighborhood you
live in,” “You should get married,” “Are you still in that same job?” or a
simple “Yuck!” at the sight of what someone else is eating.

Birth, marriage, divorce and death seem to move practically everyone to
astonishing dumbness. Nobody much cares if prospective parents want a
boy or a girl, but people keep asking them. This is about as useful as asking
engaged couples if they know what they are doing, and about as suitable to
casual conversation as asking divorcing couples what went wrong. When
there is a death, people don’t ask the bereaved if they are pleased; they tell
them they should be: “It’s better this way.”

Commenting on children who are present, guessing and asking people’s
ancestral origins and assessing their possessions are other rich sources of
dumb remarks. Miss Manners is regularly besieged by the victims who beg
or suggest a response in case it happens again. Something witty and
withering, they specify. A putdown.

But while Miss Manners has nothing against wit, she refuses to resort to
using rudeness against the rude, and certainly not against those who parrot
thoughtless remarks without intention to hurt. Fortunately, she has also
found that the most effective reaction to dumb remarks is
dumbfoundedness. Looking at them wide-eyed and saying nothing has the
simple charm of leaving the dumb remark echoing in the air for everyone to
hear how dumb it was. Sometimes even the person who said it.

“Ladies,” “Women” and “Girls”

“Lady,” “woman” and “girl” are all perfectly good words, but
misapplying them can earn one anything from the charge of vulgarity to a
good swift smack. We are messing here with matters of deference,
condescension, respect, bigotry and two vague concepts, age and rank. It is



troubling enough to get straight who is really what. Those who deliberately
misuse the terms in a misbegotten attempt at flattery are asking for it.

A woman is any grown-up female person. A girl is the un-grown-up
version. If you call a wee thing with chubby cheeks and pink hair ribbons a
“woman,” you will probably not get into trouble, and if you do, you will be
able to handle it because she will be under three feet tall. However, if you
call a grown-up by a child’s name for the sake of implying that she has a
youthful body, you are also implying that she has a brain to match.

Ladies come in three varieties: ladies, old ladies and young ladies. The
term “lady,” meaning a woman who behaves herself and is considerate of
others, is the most difficult to use. You must not be influenced by having
noticed that Miss Manners refers to all females as ladies (and all men as
gentlemen) in the hopes that they will become so. Miss Manners is prim
and old-fashioned, which is part of her considerable charm, and can get
away with anything. For anyone else to use the term “lady” when “woman”
is meant would be vulgar or even insulting.

What restricts the use of the word “lady” among the courteous is that it
is intended to set a woman apart from ordinary humanity, and in the
working world that is not a help, as women have discovered in many bitter
ways. “Lady” is, therefore, a word that should be used sparingly, and never
in ways that interfere with a woman’s livelihood. Because it should be a
term of respect, its potential for sarcastic use is staggering, and snideness is
always presumed when the word is used inappropriately, as in “lady
lawyer” or “saleslady.”

Because respect should be accorded to the aged, an elderly female is
called an old lady, not an old woman, unless she is a particularly nasty old
thing and you think you can get away with it. “Young lady” is also a special
category. A young lady is a female child who has just done something
dreadful.

Age Sensitivity

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My husband and I disagree on the use of the expression “older person.”
His point, and it is well taken, is that one should not use a comparative form
when no actual comparison is being made. I accede that the expression is



grammatically incorrect, but it serves a social purpose. No one wishes to be
called elderly or (God forbid) a senior citizen. I use “older” to spare the
tender feelings of those forever young at heart. What is your opinion
please?

GENTLE READER:

Miss Manners’ venerable opinion is that there is nothing wrong with the
word “old,” but a lot wrong with the phrase “young at heart.” It suggests
that young hearts are the only ones capable of harboring love and
enthusiasm, while old hearts are fit only for cholesterol deposits.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

My son and his wife have six children. They are all through college,
some married, except two girls still at home. One of them is getting married
in June. Last night, I said to my daughter-in-law, “Well, how will it feel
with only one child at home?” She said, “She is not a child.” That was her
only reply. I said, “Well, all mothers say ‘children’ if speaking to one about
their family.” It wouldn’t sound right to say, “Well, how would it feel to
have one adult left?” What would be the correct phrase?

GENTLE READER:

The word “child” means offspring of any age, as well as meaning a
minor. What is incorrect here is the use of semantic double-talk for the
purpose of putting down one’s mother-in-law.

Commercial Terms

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

A friend of mine always corrects me when I say the word “drapes.” She
says that is vulgar, and that the right word is “draperies.” Which of us is
correct?

GENTLE READER:
You are both hopeless. The word for material that hangs on the sides of
windows is “curtains.”



DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Please stand corrected. The sheer fabric made up to cover a window is
named a curtain. A solid fabric made up into window covering or
decoration is named drapery.

GENTLE READER:

This is true for commercial purposes, but in ordinary conversation the
word “drapery” is never used for anything that covers or decorates a
window. All such materials are called “curtains.” Other such words to be
eschewed outside of commerce, where they serve the purpose of making the
item seem fancier, include “hose” for stockings, “tuxedo” for dinner jacket
and “limousine” for car. Please stand recorrected.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What is the proper and correct term to use when referring to a lady’s
lower undergarment? Is it—“panties” or “underpants”? I’ve always called
them “panties,” but recently I’ve noticed that most of the women I know
here call them “underpants” and they laugh at me when I say “panties.”
Which is correct?

GENTLE READER:

“Panties” is the nickname for underpants and, like “tummy” for
stomach, has a certain childish charm. But not very much. Miss Manners is
not vehemently opposed to “panties,” as she is to “lingerie,” a silly way of
referring to the perfectly respectable institution of underwear. She loves to
drive department store clerks crazy by inquiring for the “Underwear
Department” and watching them look puzzled.

Naughty Words

It was a sad day when Miss Manners lost the capacity to be shocked.
Such a delicious feeling it used to be—that tingle while one thought, “He
doesn’t really mean that” or “She can’t have said what I thought she said.”
Nowadays, there is no doubt that that is what he meant, and that is what she
intended. It certainly does take the fun out of conversation. Miss Manners is
thinking of buying a jumbo-family-size box of detergent and washing out
everyone’s mouth with soap, so we can all start talking dirty afresh.



It is a common misconception that shocking conversation is that which
reveals to the hearer ideas that were previously unknown. Not at all. There
are only so many ideas in that area, and everyone over the age of eight
knows what they are. To hear them uttered aloud—that used to be
something. Papas who used vile expressions were understood to have been
pushed beyond human endurance. Mamas given to such extremes had three-
generation families quailing. Young gentlemen and young ladies who
exclaimed “damme” (with the “e” on it; that was important) were taken
seriously; if they said worse, they were treated as dangerous madmen, a
useful way to be regarded when you require quick action.

Now every babe in arms can reel off the whole vocabulary, and nobody
pays them the slightest attention. There is nothing more infuriating, when
you are furious, than to have people shrug off your severest expressions of
displeasure. The fact is that through overuse of three or four words, we no
longer have language that adequately describes such situations as being
splashed with mud by an empty taxi that one has tried in vain to hail. On
such occasions, Miss Manners has been driven to exclaiming, “My
goodness gracious!” or “Upon my word!” These are not nice, as she is the
first to acknowledge, but desperate times call for desperate measures.

“Vase »

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
When is a VASE a VAHZ?

GENTLE READER:
When it is filled with DAH-ZIES.

CONVERSING

(RATHER THAN COMMUNICATING)

Could you people try talking to one another?

Oops. The last thing Miss Manners ever thought she would do would be
to encourage what was known, in its faddish heyday, as “communication.”
That was the nonelectronic version, when people were encouraged to face
one another to divulge all their deepest thoughts and feelings. The premise



was that we were naturally so virtuous and compatible that all human
friction resulted from a “failure of communication” worse than the kind that
the power company promises to fix if you’ll only stay home and wait for a
week. It was believed that any personal conflict could be cleared up, if only
we turned off that artificial, if not dishonest, inhibitor, tact.

There were, however, small miscalculations in this formula that began
to appear when it was eagerly adopted. It turns out that not every thought or
feeling we have, even about those we love, is benign. Furthermore, there
are people whom we do not love, and when they reveal their innermost
souls to us, we care for them even less.

Poor Miss Manners was still cleaning up the mess left by free and frank
communication when along came email. Now we could reveal ourselves to
total strangers. We could say what we really think of people we know but
had meant to tell others, not them—until we hit the wrong button. We could
pass along everything we got from other sources. We could bombard people
with communication until they howled for mercy, and they do.

Miss Manners’ hope is that, having learned to communicate, people
have now rid themselves of their emotional and anecdotal backlogs and are
willing to return to talking like civilized people.

Conversation consists of developing and playing with ideas by
juxtaposing the accumulated conclusions of two or more people and then
improvising on them. It requires supplying such ingredients as information,
experience, anecdotes, and opinions, but then being prepared to have them
challenged and to contribute to a new mixture.

Conversation is not:

Gossip about oneself. The preliminary to conversation may include
asking and stating some limited personal information, but that is only for
the purpose of choosing a real topic. As soon as a common interest has been
found, the quizzing should be stopped and the development of conversation
begun.

Recitals. Conversation being an exchange, long stories, such as jokes or
travelogues, cannot be included unless they are abbreviated and offered in
illustration of the conversation’s idea.

Position statements. Buttons, T-shirts and bumper stickers are available
ready-made to announce one’s politics, preferences and availability, so there
is no need to devote time to them that could otherwise be pleasantly spent
in conversation.



News. Startling bulletins may be effective in suggesting ideas, but the
popular notion that being able to recite current political and cultural news
accurately makes one a conversationalist is erroneous. The person who has
actually read the book that everyone is supposed to be talking about is a
menace unless everybody is really talking about it.

Advertisements. From the direct sales pitch to a play for the goodwill of
influential people, the rule is that if it is designed to advance your career, it
isn’t conversation. The same is true of public service announcements, such
as recommending one’s therapist or one’s diet.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What do you consider a good conversation opener?

GENTLE READER:
Almost anything except, “I’ve been on a wonderful journey of self-
discovery lately, and I’d like to share it with you.”

Hazardous Topics

“What are we supposed to talk about—the weather?”

Miss Manners hears this question often, delivered in a tone that is not at
all nice. It is intended as an indictment of etiquette as being either so
draconian as to repress all but the blandest conversation, or so wimpy as to
be unable to tolerate discussion on any but the least controversial subjects.

She is thinking of barring these people from discussing the weather.
With that contentious attitude, they are bound to make themselves socially
impossible, hectoring everyone about the environment and pointing out that
their listeners are stupid and immoral for, depending on their point of view,
ruining it, or ruinously protecting it.

But does not Miss Manners’ reaction prove the accusations against
etiquette? Questioning free speech in a free society, where airing conflicting
opinions is not just a Constitutional right but the means by which we decide
how to run the country! And not just shying away from talk about sex,
religion and politics, but now—the weather!

Hold on. This is Miss Manners pontificating, not the United States
Supreme Court. She couldn’t abridge free speech if she wanted to, and she
doesn’t want to. Nor does she want to restrict the exchange of ideas and



opinions. On the contrary. Far from squelching substantive discussion and
debate, etiquette is what makes them possible. Admittedly, it does tell
people when to keep their mouths shut and what they should not say. Is that
what people mean by repressive?

Without such rules, there are no exchanges of ideas, only exchanges of
set positions and insults. People who disagree rapidly move from talking
over one another to shouting one another down, and from expressing their
opinions on the matter at hand to expressing their opinions of the
intelligence and morality of those who disagree with them. It is only by
adhering to strict etiquette that any controversy can truly be aired, whether
it is at a legislature governed by Robert’s Rules of Order, a courtroom
governed by the judge’s sense of decorum or a dinner party governed by
social etiquette. The rules vary, but the idea is always to protect the
assemblage’s ability to accomplish its purpose.

It is true that at a dinner party, the purpose (aside from food, drink and
those forlorn hopes of meeting someone new and interesting) is
conversation. So why shouldn’t people talk freely about things they feel
strongly about?

Because Miss Manners doesn’t trust them. She has seen them when they
really get going on something they care deeply about. People who pooh-
pooh the rule against discussing sex, religion and politics at the dinner
table, under the impression that these areas are so overexposed that they
have lost their former ability to inflame the passions, should recall the last
time they heard people disagree about war, abortion, the death penalty, gay
marriage and other such tepid topics.

Was there a true exchange of opinions? That needn’t mean that anyone
ended up changing positions, only that they listened respectfully to one
another’s point of view and debated the argument and not the goodwill of
the person making it. Occasionally, she concedes, there is. People with
manners have been known to participate in stimulating dinner conversation
about hot topics—but only if they have the self-control to wait until getting
into the car before saying, “I had no idea those people were such morons.”

Occupations
Miss Manners has observed that when people meet one another they
now say, “What do you do?” instead of “How do you do?” It is the grown-



up version of that snappy opener at college mixers, “What are you majoring
in?”

As successful people are afraid of being used, unsuccessful people are
afraid of being snubbed, interesting people want to talk about something
different from their jobs and boring people won’t stop talking about their
jobs, this approach has its limitations. The chief use that she sees is that
once you ascertain someone’s occupation, you can choose a conversation
topic that is entirely unrelated to it. One asks a housewife who is really
running the city government, and a corporation president which is the best
of the new kitchen machines. That is what we call charm.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I’m a somewhat (well, actually a very) introverted and quiet person who
is willing to be sociable pretty much only when I have to. (Rest assured I
know that I should be mindful to show interest in others, and I work hard at
being a gracious listener.) My husband has a great job which allows me to
stay home. We have a grown son and grandchildren, so I really am not
hampered by work/family obligations. We enjoy our life and routine, and I
have no desire to change a thing.

So how do I handle the demanding (and I mean demanding—the body
language, facial expressions and tone of voice indicate this) questioning I
sometimes receive when new acquaintances or recently reunited old friends
ask what I do for work, and then ask if I’m bored staying home.

There is plenty to do at home and I have many, many deep intellectual
interests, though I do not earn a wage by the knowledge in my head. I also
create a warm, caring atmosphere for my family.

I blush and stammer and answer so apologetically when this question
arises that I have developed an irrational fear of the question because my
response is so weak. I feel that I have to justify my choice to these pushy
people who want to know more than just the simple response that I prefer to
give.

Help! It’s so impossible to just live in this world sometimes.

GENTLE READER:

Now, now. Let’s not make it harder than it is. Yes, there is plenty of
nosiness around, and yes, people are always telling ladies at home that they
belong at work, and those at work that they belong at home.



But please allow Miss Manners gently to remind you that they are not
from the Department of Homeland Security. Many of them may be asking
out of foolish curiosity, but some are trying to do what you work at doing—
to be good listeners. Knowing that most people like to talk about
themselves, they are trying to draw you out. Whatever their motivation,
there is no need for you to blush and stammer—and certainly not to justify
yourself.

The people who enjoy society most are those who love conversation, by
which Miss Manners means talk that goes beyond the personal, and the
personal may just be a way of getting to a subject of mutual interest. As you
have many, many interests, try trotting one of them out as an answer to
questions about what you are working on.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

As a member of a college English department, I share a distressing
problem with many of my colleagues: Whenever we are introduced at social
gatherings and our profession is indicated, we are greeted with at least one
gleeful shout of “Oh, dear; I’m certainly going to have to watch the way I
talk in front of you—you’re an English teacher!” To a man (or woman), we
cringe. Is there a correct response?

I have toyed with both “Yes, and as a specialist in the eighteenth-
century novel, I intend to pounce on any error you may utter regarding that
field, embarrassing you in front of all these people, because, as you have
correctly assumed, I have no manners or tact whatsoever” and the more
concise “Thank you, but I'm perfectly capable of forming a low opinion of
you on completely different grounds.” Neither, however, seems entirely
satisfactory. You would oblige us all greatly by advising us of the proper
etiquette for managing these situations.

GENTLE READER:

Thank you. You have hit on the one problem that drives Miss Manners
bananas in her own life. People are always saying to her, “Oh, dear; I'm
certainly going to have to watch the way I eat in front of you....”

As you can imagine, Miss Manners does not care to solve the problem
with rude remarks and cannot endorse the ones you suggest. Her own
rejoinder is that they are safer with her than with anyone else because if
they make mistakes, she’d be too polite to notice. Every profession attracts



its particular stupid remark, and the correct thing to say when being told
someone’s profession is simply, “Oh, how interesting.” An all-purpose
response to silly accusations of policing others is “But I'm off-duty
tonight.”

Personal Questions

There is a bizarre notion around that it is both charming and beneficial
to force a person to yield, for general consumption, everything there is to
know about himself. Social interrogators are thus able, while indulging their
base nosiness, to maintain a complacent air that is part compassionate glow
and part scientific inquiry.

Widespread as the practice is, Miss Manners knows that those
questioned feel neither charmed nor benefited, but are often cowed into
answering. They have to be reminded that they need not allow trespassers
on their privacy. “I’d rather not talk about that, if you don’t mind,” or “I’m
afraid that’s too private for me to discuss” may be said, accompanied by
anything from a pleasant, regretful smile, suggesting that this policy will
change when you know each other better, to a raised-eyebrow stare,
suggesting that you had better not try that again.

The two big questions you must never ask and never answer are,
according to Miss Manners’ grandmother:

1. “How old are you?”
2. “How much money do you have (or make)?”

Miss Manners’ grandmother was not, as you can imagine, the sort of
lady who fooled around. Another of her maxims was “Colored stones are
vulgar,” and so she gave away any family jewelry with rubies or sapphires,
thus saving Miss Manners herself from the temptation of eventually falling
into such vulgarity. All her descendants naturally bless her for this. The
family was never rich, but we try to behave ourselves.

With such sensitivity, it is fortunate that Grandmother Manners did not
live to hear of a whole world of other unanswerable questions that modern
ladies are asked. Let us assemble, then, a beginner’s sampler of personal
questions to be avoided in all beginning, and probably also intermediate,
relationships: Age. “That was an awfully nice young man you brought over
the other night, but tell me, isn’t he a little young?”



Birth Control. “Isn’t this your third? Did you plan it that way?”

Children. “Shouldn’t he be talking by now?”

Divorce. “And we thought you were the ideal couple. What went
wrong?”

Energy. “Don’t you think you keep this house too hot?”

Food. “I’m surprised to see you eating that. Didn’t you tell me you were
on a diet?”

Good Works. “Our development officer has figured out what a person of
your income level can afford to give. Would you like to hear what it is?”

Health. “You didn’t tell us what that test was you went into the hospital
for. But let me just ask this: Was it benign?”

I. “I think you ought to...”

Enough of this alphabet stuff. When you keep going with this sort of
thing, you get to X, and then you have to try to make xylophones seem
relevant. They aren’t. It’s permissible to ask a perfect stranger about his
xylophone, or his zither.

Responding

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Some months ago, I was mugged. I’ve spent weeks going around
replacing everything in my purse, filling out forms, and so on. As if that
isn’t enough of a nuisance, everywhere I go, everyone—friends, credit
department clerks, people at the office—asks me for details about what
happened. Why do they do this? It was a nasty experience and I would like
to forget it.

GENTLE READER:
Because they are dying to know if you were raped. Do not tell them.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What is the proper response to the question “Are you going to have
children?”

My husband and I are at a painful loss for words, as we have had two
miscarriages and do not know if we will be able to have children. Is there a



polite way to signal that this question is inappropriate, or are we being thin-
skinned?

GENTLE READER:

One can hardly exaggerate the rudeness of inquiring into the contents of
someone else’s womb, but Miss Manners is gratified that you do not
consider that it therefore requires a rude answer. Nor should you be bullied
into giving a substantive answer. Miss Manners suggests merely “We don’t
know,” accompanied by an uninvitingly blank look and a remark on another
topic.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
When, if ever, is absolute, stony silence the proper response to a
question or a comment?

GENTLE READER:
Whenever those questions and comments are—or rather ought to be—
unspeakable, which is to say unfortunately often.

Money

Frankness about money, like frankness about sex, sounds like a good
idea to everyone except Miss Manners. When something assumes such
great importance in life, why not admit it? Why not openly exchange
information and feelings, instead of leaving everyone guessing and
worrying? Why be coy?

She can tell you why: Frank talk soon turns to frank schemes, and these
are not distinguished by the observance of another requirement of etiquette,
namely taking other people’s feelings into consideration. Apparently this is
hard to do while taking other people’s pockets into consideration.

Miss Manners has noticed that a great many people now believe that
their relatives and friends are obliged to pay them to move through life, so
they frankly set the payment they expect for their birthdays, graduations,
weddings, babies, anniversaries and—if not their own deaths, then the
deaths in their immediate families.

The habit of requiring a tangible return from guests has become so
widespread that those who still have qualms seek to quiet them by



suggesting that the payment be rerouted to charity.

What this tells Miss Manners is that things are so far gone that the
option of merely minding their own financial business does not occur even
to the well-meaning. To others, the idea of hospitality freely offered, or
presents freely given, is unimaginable. All she is asking is for them to
consider what they do imagine to be unmentionable.

Discussing your own money—how much you paid for your house, how
much the other houses in the neighborhood are going for now, how much
your silver is worth, how much it’s costing you to insure it, how much it
would cost you to replace it and what they are charging these days for a
decent pair of shoes—is not only vulgar but boring. Yet Miss Manners
detects the same two underlying statements being made through all these
statistics, and both of them are among the most satisfying communications
one human being can make to another. They are:

1. My, I was clever.
2. My, things have changed for the worse since I was younger.

The first covers all accounts of things the speaker has purchased that are
now more expensive; the second, all things he didn’t buy when the prices
were lower than they are now. Therefore, no one is excluded from such
conversations; they are, indeed, tempting. Would you like Miss Manners to
tell you what her dear mother paid for the handmade silver tea service, now
Miss Manners’, which Mama bought in 1948? No, you really wouldn’t. Let
her tell you, instead, how erratic the weather has become since she was a
girl (My, things have changed for the worse), and how she is nevertheless
able to avoid ever catching cold (My, she is clever).

Sex

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have failed at the art of conversation and most desperately need your
help! While my husband and I were sitting at dinner the other night with
another married couple, the other man turned to me and, apropos of nothing
in the conversation, declared that he was now “safe.” Naive as always, I
asked, “What do you mean by “safe?” “A vasectomy,” he proudly



announced. Nearly speechless, I frantically searched for the proper
response, but a splutter and a giggle were all I came up with.

GENTLE READER:

Ah, isn’t it wonderful what passes for conversation these days? You can
hardly sit down at dinner anymore without being told what everyone does
with the parts of the body that cannot be seen above the table. Miss
Manners is going to take to shocking perfect strangers by looking them
deep in the eyes and saying, “Beastly weather we’ve been having lately,
don’t you think?” But she cannot improve on your response, which was
perfectly proper—unless it would be by accompanying your splutter and
giggle with the appropriate gesture of staring the man straight in the napkin.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What is your response to a lewd remark?

GENTLE READER:

People do not make lewd remarks to Miss Manners. If they did, her
response would be a sweet smile, accompanied by a naive but earnest
request to explain exactly what the remark meant. The result would be that
even if a person made a first lewd remark to Miss Manners, he would never
make a second.

Dreams

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

Is it polite to tell other people your dreams? A man in my office who is,
I believe, in analysis, recites his in a loud voice the first thing every
morning to whoever will listen, and all of us around the coffee machine can
plainly hear every word. Sometimes they involve sexual fantasies about
women at the office.

I reached the breaking point yesterday, when he made dirty remarks
about a woman I am seeing regularly, and I was about to punch him in the
nose, but she took me aside and said that wasn’t fair, because they’re only
dreams, and discussing his dreams is an important part of his recovery.
Frankly, it makes me wonder about her, in regard to him.



GENTLE READER:

It makes Miss Manners wonder about a society in which such privilege
is given to illness, provided it is not identifiable physical illness. Would
people feel equally tolerant about the spreading of cold germs or, for that
matter, other regurgitation?

Accomplishments

“I apologize for boasting,” says Nicholas Devize in The Lady’s Not for
Burning by dear Christopher Fry, “but once you know my qualities, I can
drop back into a quite brilliant humility.”

He says it in verse, but you do see his problem. Humility is easy,
although Miss Manners much admires brilliant humility. The usual variety,
with its claims about feeling awed and hoping to be worthy;, is tiresome. But
it is extremely difficult to make others acquainted with how very much one
has to be humble about. No, that’s not quite what Miss Manners meant to
say. What is difficult is to establish gracefully that one has cause to be
proud and haughty, before one can be contrastingly humble.

The ideal solution is to get others to broadcast one’s achievements, so
that the achiever has only to handle the humility. Only a few boastworthy
matters can be counted on to attract such assistance. If you are elected
President, you can generally get the networks to announce it for you.
Enlisting your relatives for such a job is, however, tricky. Miss Manners has
seen few family acts in which the boast (“Alexandrina has been chosen to
play the Madonna in the Christmas pageant because she’s the most popular
girl in the school”) is followed by a convincing amount of humility (“Oh,
Mo—ther! Pul—eeze!”). Besides, the person who has the role of boaster
then seems to be boasting on his or her own behalf for having amazing
relatives. This sabotages the separation of the two functions.

The safest thing is to do it all oneself, but to blend the two parts. In
artful boasting, one states all the information necessary to impress people,
but keeps the facts decently clothed in the language of humility. Useful
approaches include Disbelief, Fear and Manic Elation. For some reason,
these are considered to be more attractive human emotions than justifiable
pride or self-satisfaction. Probably because they are not as much fun.

Here are some samples of each. The dots stand for the listener’s
predictable questions and responses. The best-prepared social speeches



always allow for such interruptions.

Disbelief. “There must be some mistake.... My test scores—I can’t
believe it.... I know I couldn’t have done that well—the number must have
been copied wrong, because I know I messed up.... What did you get?...
You see? There’s a mistake. I know you had to do better than I because you
know more....”

Fear. “Oh, oh, now I’ve had it.... Well, you see, I—uh, I got the
promotion.... Yes, I’'m going to be the supervisor.... I know, but I’'m not
sure I can handle it.... I don’t think they thought enough about how young I
am and how little time I’ve been there.... Yes, I suppose so, but I’'m
terrified I can’t handle it....”

Manic Elation. “I can’t stand it!...It worked! It worked!...They bought
my idea! They bought it! I'm going to be rich and famous!...Well, listen to
what they’re going to pay me! It’s wild! You know what this could lead to?
Let me tell you how they’re going to promote it!...Isn’t this the most
fantastic thing you ever heard of?...”

Miss Manners doesn’t claim that any of this dialogue is sparkling. But
at least it doesn’t inspire the dislike that bald boasts do. Plain statements,
such as “I just inherited a million dollars” or “I got three proposals this year
—from a congressman, a movie star and a president of a bank,” do not
arouse unmixed admiration.

Autobiography

Can you say a few words about yourself?

“A few,” Miss Manners says. “Well chosen” also comes to her mind.

Going about your business and assuming that others will be aware of
your essential qualities no longer seems to be an option. The most you can
expect is that at your funeral, your friends will wax poetic about how much
they contributed to your life. If you achieve public attention before that,
half the people asked will describe you as “kinda normal, I guess” and the
other half as “I dunno, kinda strange.”

On numerous ordinary occasions, people are required to provide some
background information about themselves. Typically, they attend meetings
where people who are drawn together by work, interests or problems go
around the table telling their qualifications for being there. They find
themselves at the sort of large social gatherings where the roof provides an



introduction (which is etiquette’s quaint phrase for encouraging guests to
talk even without the host’s prompting), but the roof fails to provide
material for conversation.

They receive questionnaires from their schools asking them what they
have been doing since graduation. They meet—or become—a new
neighbor, colleague or client and need to provide some biography to launch
the relationship. They are stranded with strangers, in airports and other
waiting rooms, and turn to conversation as one of the few available
amusements.

True, the life story of an honest person is presumably always the same,
but each such situation requires that it be edited to fit the circumstances.
Miss Manners has observed, however, that many people have developed a
single set piece about themselves, which they deliver in full at each of these
opportunities, and sometimes when no such opportunity exists.
Furthermore, the forms used are suspiciously reminiscent of patterns
intended for specific circumstances that have nothing to do with the way
they are used.

The daytime talk-show format is particularly popular: “Mother loved
the other children best, which led to my substance abuse, but now, with
your help, I’m finally going to get my life together.” Suitable for support
group meetings, but a bad choice for first dates.

Others favor the professional résumé: “I became a vice president at
twenty-five, and naturally I expect compensation commensurate with my
talents, but I've gotten bored and am looking for something more
challenging.” Should be confined to job interviews and clueing in
prospective in-laws, but never trotted out at social events.

Despite its bad reputation, the Christmas letter survives as a
biographical format: “Here are pictures of the children on our rafting
vacation—as you can see, they are great athletes, and they star on their
school teams, but they are also tremendous students, which I suppose comes
naturally because we...” Should be reserved for people from whom an
equivalent saga would be not only tolerated but welcomed.

The Academy Awards have a big influence: “I feel so humbled and
grateful, and I couldn’t have done it without the love and faith that my
family and God and my wonderful dog have shown in me.” Should be
edited down for public consumption, but can be expanded for strictly family
occasions.



The Miss America Pageant is also influential: “These are my ideals, and
I believe that I can help make the world a better place because I can be
anything I want if I have faith and work hard.” Excellent for private, late-
night talks with intimates and for professional ethical discussions, but
should never be unleashed on strangers.

The protest rally format keeps gaining: “I see how things really are, and
you’re making the world a worse place because you don’t.” Fine for public
discussions, but should never been unleashed on family and friends.

Ancestors

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have a friend who talks all the time about his ancestors. He didn’t used
to, but now he’s involved in what he calls a “history project” about his
family, and we’re never going to hear the end of it. It sounds to me like
plain old bragging. Isn’t this topic considered taboo among polite people?

GENTLE READER:

Among polite people descended from the upper classes, yes. But
bragging about one’s ancestors is quite fashionable now if one can claim to
be descended from the lower classes. Many such claims are exaggerated, of
course.

Gossip
The question to ask oneself before indulging in gossip is not so much
“Is it true?” or “Is there any useful reason for repeating it?” (no, and no
again), but “Is this likely to come around again and hit me in the face?” Yes,
it is. But applying some discipline to the exercise will minimize the blow.
Let us consider the different types of gossip, with the safeguards that should
be used for each.

1. Gossip about oneself. This is a peculiar form of gossip, as the gossiper
does not call it that—he calls it a “confidence”—and does not
understand that it becomes gossip the minute it has left his mouth. The
only precaution one has against making one’s confidences known is to
keep them confidential. Promises extracted from the hearer mean



nothing; if you haven’t been able to resist telling, why should he? As
dear Erasmus said in De Civilitate, “It is safe to admit nothing that
might embarrass one if repeated.”

2. Gossip one has heard firsthand from and about someone one knows.
This is the receiving end of the first category and is considered quality
gossip because it is presumed to come from an informed source.
However, it is the worst gossip to repeat, as the subject can also trace
the gossip source. Repeating it and asking one’s listener not to do the
same is ridiculous. Skip this category and move on to the next.

3. Gossip received secondhand about someone one knows. This is better
than the first two, as you can pass it on along with the name of your
source, who will then be blamed for blabbing. Gossip this far removed
from original research also makes better stories, as the facts are flimsy
enough to be bent into whatever shape you need to make the story
illustrate a larger truth about human nature. Just make sure you’re not
telling it to someone who is in a position to know the information
better than you do. In other words, find out first if your listener is the
brother-in-law of the person you’re gossiping about.

4. Gossip received secondhand about someone you don’t know. This is
celebrity gossip, and the best kind. It is highly unlikely to be true, as
all celebrity gossip is made to fit a pattern of simple irony and assumes
that people are always the opposite of what they seem, but it’s a lot
less likely than the other to get back to them and inspire them to get
back at you.

Revenge

“You’ll ruin your reputation” had a long run as a scary threat acting as a
deterrent to bad behavior, but now it has to be explained to the young. The
concept that they find difficult to believe is that we didn’t once admire
people who made mistakes. We didn’t praise them for their courage and
pronounce them all the better for having had the chance to learn from
experience and declare that it would be unfair to penalize them because
everybody deserves a fresh start, even those who have been given fresh
starts before.

Miss Manners is afraid that we considered deed a greater clue to
character than declarations, and presumed that those who fell into error



once might well do so again.

People who were called “courageous” were the ones who didn’t fall into
error, and who performed their ordinary duties as human beings—what we
call a “hero” nowadays when such a person is called to our attention.

Having a bad reputation did not make people sought after socially, even
though it was as true then as now that the bad are more interesting to talk
about than the good. They talked about them, all right. They just didn’t
invite them to dinner.

What Miss Manners is leading up to with all this is not a plea to bring
back the use of reputation as an instrument for condemning people, but a
warning that, in fact, it is back. Where once people could count on mobility
as a way of escaping disapproval, cyberspace gives them nowhere to hide.
Instead of crying alone, a jilted lover posts those grievances and disillusions
in a chat room frequented by people who might otherwise have been future
prospects of the jilter’s.

A worker gives in to the temptation to trash the boss before leaving the
job, and hits the wrong button, spreading it throughout the workplace and—
as colleagues amused at the mistake pass it along to their friends—to the
entire industry. A traveler who decides not to waste time on an acquaintance
is similarly rebuffed the next day by an important contact who had been of
use before. The unknown factor is that the two share an email
correspondent back home, and a comment about climbing has already gone
halfway around the world and back.

People are getting labeled by their misdeeds faster and more bluntly
than the most dedicated town gossips could ever have condemned them. In
many respects, it is no longer possible to start fresh by keeping quiet or
moving on. Miss Manners finds the new use of reputation worrisome. She
still believes that the way people have lived their lives is the best indication
of who they are, and that society should register its disapproval of bad
behavior. But it strikes her that the new method of taxing people with their
faults has not only retained but magnified its own faults.

It tells only one side of the story, and a far from disinterested one.
Checking it out is difficult, but passing it on is easy. It favors titillating or
embarrassing incidents rather than serious ones. And the test of whether it is
suitable for passing on is not whether others need to know but whether they
would find it amusing. Come to think of it, that was what was wrong with
the previous era’s use of reputation—people spread and believed scandal



carelessly. Miss Manners is hoping we will be more careful this time
around.

Bigotry

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

What do you do when someone makes a bigoted remark or tells a joke
with a slur in it? These offend me—and not only when my own race is the
target. Should I show that I am offended? Should I keep quiet—doesn’t
silence indicate some kind of endorsement? Are there any guidelines about
how to behave in connection with such remarks or jokes?

GENTLE READER:
Certainly there are. There are guidelines for everyone, regardless of...

1. Bigoted jokes or expressions are properly used only by members of the
group being slurred, addressed to other members of that group. A
nonmember would be well advised not to join in the fun. When an
ethnic joke is told among nonmembers of the group, disapproval may
be expressed by a stony face and a frosty smile.

2. If a nonmember slurs a group of which you are obviously a member,
you may walk haughtily out of the room; inquire menacingly, “Just
what do you mean by that?” or otherwise indicate that you are insulted.
Not enough ladies take advantage of this opportunity.

3. If a nonmember slurs a group without knowing you are a member or
have some other close connection, you may convey this information
(“Perhaps you don’t know that my wife is black™). In this case, there is
no need to emphasize it with angry behavior—the statement is more
devastating if given in a simple, factual way.

4. The only effective recovery that the offender may offer is a
counterclaim. “Oh, really? So am L[.” If that is not even remotely
possible, one must at least dredge up a second cousin; “best friends”
won’t do. Nor will the common mutter “I was only kidding.”
Bolstering this remark with “Don’t you people have any sense of
humor?” only compounds the problem.



5.1f you are running for political office or are contemplating ever
running for political office, train yourself never to let any such words
pass your lips.

6. Dirty jokes in unmixed company—that is to say, jokes that depend on
a shared belief in the inferiority of the other gender—are not safe any
longer either. Nowadays you can never tell when people might care
more for those with whom they live than those with whom they share
public bathrooms.

7. Jokes that make fun of the teller’s own wealth, ancient lineage or
prestigious school or neighborhood are successful only among those
who share these handicaps.

8. Jokes about other people’s proper names are never successful. For one
thing, the people have all heard every possible one before. You will
never manage to satirize anybody’s name in a fashion he has not heard
since nursery school, and Miss Manners isn’t even going to tell you the
name of the person who first told her that.

9. The only truly safe and proper subject for a joke is oneself. Many a
person who thought this privilege extended to his or her spouse, parent
or child, has lived—but not very long—to find otherwise.

Compliments

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I have had the same podiatrist for about fifteen years, a very pleasant
man of uncertain age who has worn a quite obvious hair piece as long as I
have known him. He also has been clean-shaven. Recently this nice
gentleman had open heart surgery and was away from his office for about
four months. Upon his return, I made an appointment and to my
astonishment was greeted by someone I scarcely recognized, but who was
indeed the same dear man. The voice wasn’t different, but the hair piece has
been discarded, revealing a mostly bald pate surrounded by a soft, curly
fringe (much more attractive than the phony toupee), and a great tan was
embellished by a mustache. The whole image was improved by new, stylish
gold-rimmed spectacles.

My question is—in such a situation, is a comment appropriate, or does
one ignore the transformation? I can’t imagine saying, “Oh, I see you’re not



wearing your toupee now,” or “I never did like that hair piece, you could
tell it wasn’t yours....” I couldn’t decide if it would be unmannerly to
comment, or if the improvement should be noted by a compliment.

GENTLE READER:

It is not at all uncommon for people to be absent from their usual circles
for a few months and to return looking improved. There was a time, for
instance, when it was common for unmarried young ladies whose stomachs
stuck out to disappear for a few months and come back looking slim. Now
one more often sees older people of both sexes returning from unspecified
vacations wearing their faces or other parts of their bodies higher than
before. No true friend can ever figure out the cause of such a change for the
better, except a change of scenery or rest, both of which can do wonders. It
is not necessary to supply this observation, however. One should merely
mention the improvement. The conventional compliment is, “Why, you
look marvelous! I don’t know what it is, but you look fabulous.”

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

After attending a recital in which a friend had taken part, I was asked by
the friend what I thought of his performance. What would be the proper
response for a poor performance? Should one give a detailed criticism of
the faults and merits, or simply a pat on the back, “very good,” etc.? And
for an exceedingly good one, is bubbling enthusiasm appropriate, or merely
a standard compliment?

GENTLE READER:

Bubbling enthusiasm is appropriate for poor and exceedingly good
performances alike, the idea being deliberately to confuse the performer
about which one he gave. This is what friends are for. Music teachers and
music critics exist for other purposes.

Receiving Compliments

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
I find it difficult to accept compliments or congratulations. What should
I say that is appropriately modest without seeming to question the judgment



of the person complimenting me?

GENTLE READER:

“Thank you.” Or if you feel that is not enough, “Why, thank you very
much, how kind of you to say so.”

Actually, you already know that. What you don’t know, Miss Manners
suspects, is how to leave it at that. You then babble on to explain that the
achievement was nothing anyone couldn’t have done, the article of clothing
is old and valueless, and that whatever is admired compares unfavorably
with the equivalent quality or possession of the admirer.

To put this under the heading of modesty is absurd. It actually serves to
prolong the compliment by treating it as the topic sentence in a speech
rather than, as is more likely to be the case, a passing pleasantry. The only
advantage of debating a compliment one has received is to reduce the
chances of its recurring.

DEAR MISS MANNERS:
What do you say if someone you don’t like gives you a compliment?

GENTLE READER:
“Thank you.”

CONVERSATIONAL HAZARDS

DEAR MISS MANNERS:

I am basically a nonpushy, nonaggressive conversationalist. For a long
time, I just called myself “a good listener.” There are times, though, when
I’d like the chance to talk myself. Yet so many people just talk right over
me. Sometimes I’m halfway into a sentence or an idea when they burst in
with their own. I have tried politeness, patience, and even, once, repeating a
sentence over and over again (six times) till that person finally listened. Is
there a polite way to deal with conversation hogs?

GENTLE READER:
Conversation, w