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northern Europeans and Americans pushy, too. This was very
puzzling to me when | started investigating these two views. How
could Americans who stand aside and avoid touching be consid-
ered pushy? I used to ask Arabs to explain this paradox. None of
my subjects was able to tell me specifically what particulars of
American behavior were responsible, yet they all agreed that the
impression was widespread among Arabs. Alter repeated unsuie-
cessful attempts to gain insight into the cognitive world of the
Arab on this particular point, I filed it away as 2 question that only
time would answer. When the answer came, it was because of a
seemingly inconsequential annoyance.

While waiting for a friend in a Washington, D.C., hotel lobby
and wanting to be both visible and alone, I'had seated myself in a
solitary chair outside the normal stream of traftic. In such a setting
most Americans follow a rule, which is all the more binding be-
cause we seldom think about it, that can be stated as follows: as
soon as a person stops or s seated in a public place, there balloons
around him a small sphere of privacy which is considered invio-
late. The size of the sphere varics with the degree of crowding, the
age, sex, and the importance of the person, as well as the general
surroundings. Anyone who enters this zone and stays there is in-
truding. In fact, a stranger who intrudes, even for a specific pur-
pose, acknowledges the fact that he has intruded by beginning his
request with “Pardon me, but can you tell me . . . 7

To continue, as I waited in the deserted lobby, a stranger
walked up to where I was sitting and stood close enough so that
not only could I easily touch him but 1 could even hear him breath-
ing. In addition, the dark mass of his body filled the peripheral
field of vision on my left side. If the lobby had been crowded with
people, | would have understood his behavior, but in an empty
lobby his presence made me exceedingly uncomfortable, Feeling
annoyed by this intrusion, | moved my bady in such a way as to
communicate annoyance. Strangely enough, instead of moving
away, my actions seemed only to encourage him, because he
moved even closer. In spite of the temptation to escape the annoy-
ance, | put aside thoughts of abandoning my post, thinking, “To
hell with i¢. Why should I move? [ was here first and I'm ot going
ta Jet this fellow drive me out even if he is a boor” Fortunately, a
group of people soon arrived whom my tormentor immediately
joined. Their mannerisms explained his behavior, for 1 knes from
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both speech and gestures that they were Arabs, T had not been able
to make this crucial identification by looking at my subject when
he was alone because he wasn't talking and he was wearing Ameri-
can clothes,

In describing the scene later to an Arab colleague, two con-
trasting patterns emerged. My concept and my feelings about my
own circle of privacy in a “public” place immediately struck my
Arab friend as strange and puzzling, He said, “Afterall, its a pub-
lic place, isn't it?” Pursuing this line of inquiry, I found that in
Arab thought I had no rights whatsoever by virtue of occupying a
given spot; neither my place nor my bady was inviolate! For the
Arab, there is no such thing as an intrusion in public. Public
means public. With this insight, a great range of Arab behavior
that had been puzzling, annoying, and sometimes even frighten-
ing began to make sense. I learned, for example, that if A is stand-
ing on a street corner and B wants his spot, B is within his rights
if he does what he can to make A uncomfortable enough to move.
In Beirut only the hardy sit in the last row in a movie theater, be-
cause there are usually standees who want seats and who push
and shove and make such a nuisance that most people give up and
leave. Seen in this light, the Arab who “intruded” on my space in
the hotel lobby had apparently selected it for the very reason I had:
it was a good place to watch two doors and the elevator. My show
of annoyance, instead of driving him away, had only encouraged
him. He thought he was about to get me to move.

Another silent source of friction between Americans and
Arabs is in an area that Americans treat very informally—the
manners and rights of the road. In general, in the United States we
tend to defer to the vehicle that is bigger, more powerful, faster,
end heavily laden. While a pedestrian walking along a road may
feel annoyed he will not think it unusual to step aside for a fast-
moving automobile. He knows that because he is moving he does
not have the right to the space around him that he has when he is
standing still (as 1 was in the hotel lobby). It appears that the re-
verse is true with the Arabs who apparently take on rights fo space as
thiey move. For someane else to move into a space an Arab is also
moving into is a violation of his rights. It is infuriating to an Arab
10 have someone else cut in front of him on the highway. It is the
American's cavalier treatment of moving space that makes the
Arab call him aggressive and pushy.
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or challenging to the American. One Arab informant said that he
was in constant hot water with Americans because of the way he
looked at them without the slightest intention of offending. In fact,
he had on several occasions barely avoided fights with American
men who apparently thought their masculinity was being chal-
lenged because of the way he was looking at them. . . . Arabs look
each other in the eye when talking with an intensity that makes
most Americans highly uncomfortable.

As the reader must gather by now, Arabs are involved with
each other on many different levels simultaneously. Privacy in a
public place is foreign to them. Business transactions in the bazaar,
for example, are not just between buyer and seller, but are partic-
ipated in by everyone. Anyone who is standing around may join
in. If a grownup sees a boy breaking a window, he must stop him
even if he doesn’t know him. Involvement and participation are
expressed in other ways as well. If two men are fighting, the
crowd must intervene. On the political level, to fail to intervene
when trouble is brewing is to take sides, which is what our State
Department always seems to be doing. Given the fact that few peo-
ple in the world today are even remotely aware of the cultural
mold that forms their thoughts it is normal for Arabs to view
our behavior as though it stemmed from their own hidden set of
assumptions.

In the course of my interviews with Arabs the term tomb kept
cropping up in conjunction with enclosed space. In a word, Arabs
don’t mind being crowded by people but hate to be hemmed in by
walls. They show a much greater overt sensitivity to architectural
crowding than we do. Enclosed space must meet at least three re-
quirements that I know of if it is to satisfy the Arabs: there must be
plenty of unobstructed space in which to move around (possibly as
much as a thousand square feet); very high ceilings—so high in
fact that they do not normally impinge on the visual field; and, in
addition, there must be an unobstructed view. It was spaces such
as these in which the Americans referred to earlier felt so uncom-
fortable. One sees the Arab’s need for a view expressed in many
ways, even negatively, for to cut off a neighbor’s view is one of the
most effective ways of spiting him. In Beirut one can see what is
known locally as the “‘spite house.” It is nothing more than a thick,
four-story wall, built at the end of a long fight between neighbors,

Proxemics in the Arab World 235

on a narrow strip of land for the express purpose of denying a
view of the Mediterranean to any house built on the land behind.
According to one of my informants, there is also a house on a small
plot of land between Beirut and Damascus which is completely
surrounded by a neighbor’s wall built high enough to cut off the
view from all windows!

Proxemic patterns tell us other things about Arab culture. For
example, the whole concept of the boundary as an abstraction is
almost impossible to pin down. In one sense, there are no bound-
aries. “Edges” of towns, yes, but permanent boundaries out in the
country (hidden lines), no. In the course of my work with Arab
subjects I had a difficult time translating our concept of a bound-
ary into terms which could be equated with theirs. In order to clar-
ify the distinctions between the two very different definitions, I
thought it might be helpful to pinpoint acts which constituted tres-
pass. To date, I have been unable to discover anything even re-
motely resembling our own legal concept of trespass.

Arab behavior in regard to their own real estate is'apparently
an extension of, and therefore consistent with, their approach to
the body. My subjects simply failed to respond whenever trespass
was mentioned. They didn’t seem to understand what I meant by
this term. This may be explained by the fact that they organize re-
lationships with each other according to closed social systems
rather than spatially. For thousands of years Moslems, Marinites,
Druses, and Jews have lived in their own villages, each with
strong kin affiliations. Their hierarchy of loyalties is: first to one’s
self, then to kinsman, townsman, or tribesman, coreligionist and/
or countryman. Anyone not in these categories is a stranger.
Strangers and enemies are very closely linked, if not synonymous,
in Arab thought. Trespass in this context is a matter of who you
are, rather than a piece of land or a space with a boundary that can
be denied to anyone and everyone, friend and foe alike.

In summary, proxemic patterns differ. By examining them it is
possible to reveal hidden cultural frames that determine the struc-
ture of a given people’s perceptual world. Perceiving the world
differently leads to differential definitions of what constitutes
crowded living, different interpersonal relations, and a different
approach to both local and international politics. There are in ad-
dition wide discrepancies in the degree to which culture structures
involvement, which means that planners should begin to think in
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_something was wrong when they took him to town and tried forc-
ibly to put him on a bus to Washington, D.C., the headquarters of

the exchange program responsible for his presence in the United
States.

Like everyone else in the world, Arabs are unable to formulate
specific rules for their informal behavior patterns. In fact, they of-
ten deny that there are any rules, and they are made anxious by
suggestions that such is the case. Therefore, in order to determine
how the Arab sets distances, 1 investigated the use of each sense
separately. Gradually, definite and distinctive behavioral patterns
began to emerge.

Olfaction occupies a prominent place in the Arab life. Not only
is it one of the distance-setting mechanisms, but it is a vital part of
a complex system of behavior. Arabs consistently breathe on peo-
ple when they talk. However, this habit is more than a matter of
different manners. To the Arab good smells are pleasing and a way
of being involved with each other. To smell one’s friend is not only
nice but desirable, for to deny him from breath is to act ashamed.
Americans, on the other hand, trained as they are not to breathe in
people’s faces, automatically communicate shame in trying to be
polite. Who would expect that when our highest diplomats are
putting on their best manners they are also communicating
shame? Yet this is what occurs constantly, because diplomacy is
not only “eyeball to eyeball” but breath to breath.

By stressing olfaction, Arabs do not try to eliminate all the
body’s odors, only to enhance them and use them in building hu-
man relationships. Nor are they self-conscious about telling others
when they don’t like the way they smell. A man leaving his house
in the morning may be told by his uncle, “Habib, your stomach is
sour and your breath doesn’t smell too good. Better not talk too
close to people today.” Smell is even considered in the choice of a
mate. When couples are being matched for marriage, the man’s go-
between will sometimes ask to smell the girl, who may be turned
down if she doesn’t “smell nice.” Arabs recognize that smell and
disposition may be linked.

In a word, the olfactory boundary performs two roles in Arab
life. It enfolds those who want to relate and separates those who
don’t. The Arab finds it essential to stay inside the olfactory zone
as a means of keeping tab on changes in emotion. What is more,

Proxemics in the Arab World 233

he may feel crowded as soon as he smells something unpleasant.
While not much is known about “olfactory crowding,” this may
prove to be as significant as any other variable in the crowding
complex because it is tied directly to the body chemistry and hence
to the state of health and emotions. . . . It is not surprising, there-
fore, that the olfactory boundary constitutes for the Arabs an in-
formal distance-setting mechanism in contrast to the visual
mechanisms of the Westerner.

One of my earliest discoveries in the field of intercultural com-
munication was that the position of the bodies of people in con-
versation varies with the culture. Even so, it used to puzzle me
that a special Arab friend seemed unable to walk and talk at the
same time. After years in the United States, he could not bring
himself to stroll along, facing forward while talking. Our progress
would be arrested while he edged ahead, cutting slightly in front
of me and turning sideways so we could see each other. Once in
this position, he would stop. His behavior was explained when I
learned that for the Arabs, to view the other person peripherally is
regarded as impolite, and to sit or stand back-to-back is considered
very rude. You must be involved when interacting with Arabs who
are friends.

One mistaken American notion is that Arabs conduct all con-
versations at close distances. This is not the case at all. On social
occasions, they may sit on opposite sides of the room and talk
across the room to each other. They are, however, apt to take of-
fense when Americans use what are to them ambiguous distances,
such as the four- to seven-foot social-consultative distance. They
frequently complain that Americans are cold or aloof or “don’t
care.” This was what an elderly Arab diplomat in an American
hospital thought when the American nurses used ““professional’”’
distance. He had the feeling that he was being ignored, that they
might not take good care of him. Another Arab subject remarked,
referring to American behavior, “What's the matter? Do I smell
bad? Or are they afraid of me?”

Arabs who interact with Americans report experiencing a cer-
tain flatness traceable in part to a very different use of the eyes in
private and in public as well as between friends and strangers.
Even though it is rude for a guest to walk around the Arab home
eying things, Arabs look at each other in ways which seem hostile
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Eowaro T. Hatt was educated at Pomona College and Colum-
bia University. He has taught anthropology at the University of
Denver and the Harvard Business School as well as having
worked for the United States Department of State. He has done
fieldwork not only in Arab countries but also in the southwest-
e United States and in Eurape. As his essay's title indicates,
Hall is especially interested in “proxemics”™the study of rc-
sponses 1o spatial relationships

Proxemics in the Arab World

What do you consider the “proper” distance betwveen strangers
engaged in conversation? Why are you uncasy when entering
an elevator? What kinds of personal contact do you consider
rude or offensive? What do you consider allowable?

In spite of over two thousand years of contact, Westerners and
Arabs still do not understand each other. Proxemic research re-
veals some insights into this difficulty. Americans in the Middle
East are immediately struck by two conflicting sensations. In pub-
lic they are compressed and overwhelmed by smells, crowding,
and high noise levels; in Arab homes Americans are apt to rattle
around, feeling exposed and often somewhat inadequate because
of 100 much space! (The Arab houses and apartments of the middle
and upper classes which Americans stationed abroad commonly
occupy are much larger than the dwellings such Americans usu-
ally inhabit.) Both the high sensory stimulation which is experi-
enced in public places and the basic insccurity which comes from
being in a dwelling that is too large provide Americans with an
introduction to the sensory world of the Arab.

Pushing and shoving in public places is characteristic of Mid-
dle Eastern culture, Yet itis not entirely what Americans think it is
(being pushy and rude) but stems from a different set of assump-
tions concerning not only the relations between people but how
one experiences the body as well. Paradoxically, Arabs consider
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The experience described above and many others suggested to
me that Arabs might actually have a wholly contrasting set of as-
sumptions concerning the body and the rights associated with it.
Certainly the Arab tendency to shove and push each other in pub-
lic and to feel and pinch women in public conveyances would not
be tolerated by Westerners. It appeared to me that they must not

have any concept of a private zone outside the body. This proved
to be precisely the case.

In the Western world, the person is synonymous with an in-
dividual inside a skin. And in northern Europe generally, the skin
and even the clothes may be inviolate. You need permission to
touch either if you are a stranger. This rule applies in some parts of
France where the mere touching of another person during an ar-
gument used to be legally defined as assault. For the Arab the lo-
cation of the person in relation to the body is quite different. The
person exists somewhere down inside the body. The ego is not
completely hidden, however, because it can be reached very easily
with an insult. It is protected from touch but not from words: The
dissociation of the body and the ego may explain why the public
amputation of a thief’s hand is tolerated as standard punishment
in Saudi Arabia. It also sheds light on why an Arab employer living
in a modern apartment can provide his servant with a room that is
a boxlike cubicle approximately 5 by 10 by 4 feet in size that is not
only hung from the ceiling to conserve floor space but has an
opening so that the servant can be spied on.

As one might suspect, deep orientations toward the self such
as the one just described are also reflected in the language. This
was brought to my attention one afternoon when an Arab col-
league who is the author of an Arab-English dictionary arrived in
my office and threw himself into a chair in a state of obvious ex-
haustion. When I asked him what had been going on, he said: I
have spent the entire afternoon trying to find the Arab equivalent
of the English word ‘rape.” There is no such word in Arabic. All my
sources, both written and spoken, can come up with no more than
an approximation, such as ‘He took her against her will." There is
nothing in Arabic approaching your meaning as it is expressed in
that one word.”

Differing concepts of the placement of the ego in relation to
the body are not easily grasped. Once an idea like this is accepted,
however, it is possible to understand many other facets of Arab life
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that would otherwise be difficult to explain. One of these is the
high population density of Arab cities like Cairo, Beirut, and
Damascus. . . . While it is probable that Arabs are suffering from
population pressures, it is also just as possible that continued
pressure from the desert has resulted in a cultural adaptation to
high density which takes the form described above. Tucking the
ego down inside the body shell not only would permit higher pop-
ulation densities but would explain why it is that Arab communi-
cations are stepped up as much as they are when compared to
northern European communication patterns. Not only is the sheer
noise level much higher, but the piercing look of the eyes, the
touch of the hands, and the mutual bathing in the warm moist
breath during conversation represent stepped-up sensory inputs
to a level which many Europeans find unbearably intense.

The Arab dream is for lots of space in the home, which unfor-
tunately many Arabs cannot afford. Yet when he has space, it is
very different from what one finds in most American homes. Arab
spaces inside their upper-middle-class homes are tremendous by
our standards. They avoid partitions because Arabs do not like to be
alone. The form of the home is such as to hold the family together
inside a single protective shell, because Arabs are deeply involved
with each other. Their personalities are intermingled and take
nourishment from each other like the roots and soil. If one is not
with people and actively involved in some way, one is deprived of
life. An old Arab saying reflects this value: “‘Paradise without peo-
ple should not be entered because it is Hell.”” Therefore, Arabs in
the United States often feel socially and sensorially deprived and
long to be back where there is human warmth and contact.

Since there is no physical privacy as we know it in the Arab
family, not even a word for privacy, one could expect that the
Arabs might use some other means to be alone. Their way to be
alone is to stop talking. Like the English, an Arab who shuts him-
self off in this way is not indicating that anything is wrong or that
he is withdrawing, only that he wants to be alone with his own
thoughts or does not want to be intruded upon. One subject said
that her father would come and go for days at a time without say-
ing a word, and no one in the family thought anything of it. Yet for
this very reason, an Arab exchange student visiting a Kansas farm
failed to pick up the cue that his American hosts were mad at him
when they gave him the “silent treatment.” He only discovered
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terms of different kinds of cities, cities which are consistent with
the proxemic patterns of the peoples who live in them.

Questions for Reading and Writing

Reading Theme and Content

L. What do you learn from Hall about the assumptions of Arabs con-
cerning social distance between people in private and public
spaces? How are apparent contrasts explained as results of the
same cause?

2. What does pushiness mean in Arab culture? What implications
does it not involve? When is pushiness intended and for what
purpose?

3. Why was the exchange student mentioned in paragraph 12 unable

to understand the meaning of the “silent treatment” inflicted by his
host family?

4. How does Hall use the desert origins of Arab culture to explain ap-
parent contradictions in that culture’s understanding of social and
individual concepts of space?

Reading Rhetorical and Stylistic Techniques

1. How does Hall’s personal anecdote in paragraph 3 explain and con-
nect several of the topics he treats later?

2, In paragraph 5 Hall discusses the difficulties of defining Western
ideas about the meaning of “public”’ to an Arab friend. What other
terms throughout the essay present similar problems of definition
for Hall, and why does he use the problems as illustrations when
and where he does?

3. How does Hall move between the subtopics of his essay? What de-
fines the “‘space” of each subtopic, and how does he make transi-
tions among them?

4. Hall summarizes his points in his final paragraph. What difference
would it make in his relation to his reader were that paragraph to
appear as paragraph 2 in the essay? Would he seem, for example,
more “pushy” in the sense of either culture? Explain you answer.
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Be prepared to answer these questions during the discussion for Monday,   YOU need these reponses, so do give them to me.








