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Foreword

My main goals in this book are to make a persuasive case for making civility a central concern in our lives, and to present and discuss the twenty-five basic rules of civility for our times. I included here all that I think is essential to know about civility not as a philosophical abstraction but as a code of decency to be applied in everyday life. This is a handbook for the practical use of civility.

What is civility? What does it mean to be civil today, at the beginning of the twenty-first century? Is civility in decline? How do we make it part of who we are? What are civility’s basic rules? How does civility improve the quality of our lives? How do we practice it among friends, in the workplace, and among strangers? Does it have drawbacks? Are we supposed to be always civil? How do we deal with the uncivil? Answering these questions is what this book is about.

That civility is fundamental to the making of a good, successful, and serene life has been for me the most exciting discovery of the last several years. Talking about that discovery is both a privilege and a serious responsibility. It is also a bold move. I wouldn’t want to be considered uncivil for presuming to teach civility. The message here is not that I am a flawlessly civil person but that civility is a wonderfully effective tool to enhance the quality of our lives. Seneca voiced the concern that his readers might see a conflict between his lofty teachings and his less-than-perfect conduct. His reply was that he was writing about virtue, not about himself, and that when he condemned vices he first of all condemned his own. Although I try to practice what I preach, my conduct—like Seneca’s—is far from perfect. I remain a flawed messenger bearing a good message. As I was writing, my attitude was not one of superiority. I simply wanted to share what seemed to me an exciting insight.

I know that for many of you, reading this book will be at least in part an exercise in covering familiar territory. Such exercises confirm our commitment to the values we hold dear and encourage us to spread the word. In this sense, pondering what we know is as important as gazing upon new vistas. I trust, however, that these pages will give you the thrill of discovery as well. I learned a lot while writing them, and I know that I am not the same person now that I was when I started. For that and for your commitment to listen I am thankful.

Sometimes we read to think, and sometimes to avoid thinking. The second kind of reading entertains us but usually takes us back to the point from which we started—like a midway ride. It leaves us unchallenged and unchanged. The first kind, instead, entails work and fosters growth. For my book, I envision a reader willing to do the work and open to change. When we walk through a house we are tempted to buy, we want to know it in all its details and take the time to absorb its spirit. We run our fingers along the moldings. We touch the walls and the banisters. And we eventually return to and linger in a favorite room. I hope my readers will walk through this book as they would through a house that holds promise.

I urge you to read slowly. Bring the page to life, not only imagining but also internalizing the experience of life that it brings you. To me, the ideal reader is the reader portrayed by the painters of the Renaissance, with a finger in the closed book to mark the page that made him or her stop, meditate, and sometimes look at life in a new, life-changing fashion. As I take leave of these pages, I imagine them in the hands of that reader, hoping that they are worthy of such privilege.


PART
ONE

[image: ]


Life and Relationships
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WHEREVER THERE IS A HUMAN BEING, THERE IS AN OPPORTUNITY FOR A KINDNESS.

—Lucius Annaeus Seneca

LOVE IS PATIENT AND KIND; LOVE IS NOT JEALOUS OR BOASTFUL; IT IS NOT ARROGANT OR RUDE.

—Paul of Tarsus

THREE THINGS IN HUMAN LIFE ARE IMPORTANT: THE FIRST IS TO BE KIND. THE SECOND IS TO BE KIND. AND THE THIRD IS TO BE KIND.

—Henry James

 

Here we are at the end of the century, drifting through a heroless age. We have no leaders we can trust, no visions to invest in, no faith to ride. All we have are our own protean moralities, our countless private codes, which we each shape and reshape according to our own selfish needs. We don’t dare to think too far ahead, we can’t see too far ahead. Here we are, trapped by whatever season we find ourselves enduring, waiting out the weather, staring at a drought sun, stupefied, helpless—or scrambling like fools to make it home before the rain really comes down and the dry river floods and the hills crash into the valley. Where do we find the courage to do what is right?

 

I came across this passage by novelist Peter Gadol when everybody was getting ready to celebrate the turn of both the century and the millennium. It was a striking description of a malaise with which, to a greater or a lesser extent, many of us were familiar. Gadol’s words resonated with me in particular because of my involvement with the Johns Hopkins Civility Project, a cluster of academic and outreach activities aimed at assessing the relevance of civility and good manners in today’s society. While working on the Project, I had been giving thought to the widely perceived decline in the quality of social interaction—the so-called coarsening of America.

Gadol’s words on the end of the twentieth century apply to the beginning of the new century as well. Constant uncertainty about our identities and our future seems at times our only certainty. Long-established values appear obsolete, but to agree on what the new ones should be is a daunting task. Quite often we don’t know where to look for standards against which to measure our efforts to be good citizens of the world. In fact, the notion of standards itself has been growing more and more problematic.

And yet we still need to be able to say yes to some things and no to others as a matter of principle and with enough conviction. We still need to believe in something that will give us our vital daily dose of meaning and motivation. As we grapple with the complexities of our age, I suggest in this book that we agree on one principle: that a crucial measure of our success in life is the way we treat one another every day of our lives.


THEN [GOOD MANNERS] MUST BE INSPIRED BY THE GOOD HEART. THERE IS NO BEAUTIFIER OF COMPLEXION, OR FORM, OR BEHAVIOR, LIKE THE WISH TO SCATTER JOY AND NOT PAIN AROUND US.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson



When we lessen the burden of living for those around us we are doing well; when we add to the misery of the world we are not. To me, this is a simple, practical philosophy that makes sense and feels right. And since I started speaking in public on these issues several years ago, I have discovered that it makes sense and feels right to people from every walk of life and every part of the world. How are we to carry out the business of living day in and day out in accordance with this premise? I propose that as a society we take a new, close look at that intriguing code of behavior based on respect, restraint, and responsibility that we call civility.

M. Scott Peck chose to open his wise guidebook to smart, decent, and loving living with an utterly plain and clear statement. “Life is difficult” is the founding truth of his work, one he connects to “Life is suffering,” the first of the Four Noble Truths taught by Buddha. Of course, countless versions of this truth appear in wisdom literature throughout history. “Life is difficult.” I like the simplicity of the utterance. We can all benefit from basic truths stated in direct and simple language. In the hasty confusion of our days, we easily lose sight of basic truths. As we fail to make them part of our everyday thinking, we eventually become unable to recognize them clearly and confront them effectively. And so we stumble through life in a cloud of dust raised by our own misguided steps.

When we manage to make real contact with a basic truth, sometimes we are inspired to act upon it, and thus we may change our lives radically and permanently. Greatness is not just in the truth itself but in what we can do with it. “Once we truly know that life is difficult—once we truly understand and accept it—then life is no longer difficult,” says M. Scott Peck. Now, we may be able to reach this wisdom and strength or we may not. All of us, however, can find ways to cope effectively with difficulty.

That life is difficult is the founding truth of any book that offers practical help. Millions of pages would not have been written if life were not difficult and we didn’t need help coping with its challenges. The message that we want to hear—that we never tire of hearing—is that although life is difficult, it is not unbearable; that there is something relatively simple that we can do to overcome life’s difficulty. We are not passive vessels into which pain, anxiety, and sorrow are poured. In fact, we can become effective managers of our actions and emotions. As such, we can reduce the impact of sorrow and unhappiness upon our lives. Although life entails hardship and suffering, we can do something about it—we can always do something about it. Life may be difficult, but serenity, contentment, well-being, and even happiness are not only possible but also within relatively easy reach.

I am convinced that, to a significant extent, life is what our relationships make it. Every page of this book is imbued with this simple conviction. Good relationships make our lives good; bad relationships make our lives bad. We are usually happy (or unhappy) with others. Although at times we can be happy in spite of others, we are usually happy thanks to them, thanks to the good relationships we have with them. To learn how to be happy we must learn how to live well with others, and civility is a key to that. Through civility we develop thoughtfulness, foster effective self-expression and communication, and widen the range of our benign responses. Civility allows us to connect successfully with others. While there is no substitute for healthy self-esteem, we also need to transcend our Selves. Finding a comfortable balance between the two is where everyday wellness and happiness begin, and what civility is all about.

We exist and we perceive our identity not in a vacuum but rather in relation to others. Life is relational. Whether we like it or not, we are wax upon which others leave their mark. When someone sees us as a thing to use or abuse, that becomes part of who we are in our own eyes as well (self-esteem notwithstanding). When we are on the receiving end of an act of kindness, we feel validated. We translate that act into a very simple, very powerful unspoken message to ourselves: I am not alone, I have value and my life has meaning.


What Is Civility?
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MAYBE I WAS COMING DOWN WITH CHANGE-OF-SEASON INFLUENZA. IF SO, I SHOULD REALLY CONSIDER BUYING A LITTLE WHITE HALF MASK FOR MY SUBWAY RIDE HOME.

—Sujata Massey

 

 

 

 

For many years literature was my life. I spent most of my time reading, teaching, and writing on Italian fiction and poetry. One day, while lecturing on the Divine Comedy, I looked at my students and realized that I wanted them to be kind human beings more than I wanted them to know about Dante. I told them that if they knew everything about Dante and then they went out and treated an elderly lady on the bus unkindly, I’d feel that I had failed as a teacher. I have given dozens of lectures and workshops on civility in the last few years, and I have derived much satisfaction from addressing audiences I could not have reached speaking on literature. I know, however, that reading literature can develop the kind of imagination without which civility is impossible. To be fully human we must be able to imagine others’ hurt and to relate it to the hurt we would experience if we were in their place. Consideration is imagination on a moral track.

Sometimes the participants in my workshops write on a sheet of paper what civility means to them. In no particular order, here are a number of key civility-related notions I have collected over the years from those sheets:

 

 



	Respect for others

	Community service




	Care

	Tact




	Consideration

	Equality




	Courtesy

	Sincerity




	Golden rule

	Morality




	Respect of others’ feelings

	Honesty




	Niceness

	Awareness




	Politeness

	Trustworthiness




	Respect of others’ opinions

	Friendship




	Maturity

	Table manners




	Kindness

	Moderation




	Manners

	Listening




	Being accommodating

	Compassion




	Fairness

	Being agreeable




	Decency

	Going out of one’s way




	Self-control

	Friendliness




	Concern

	Lending a hand




	Justice

	Propriety




	Tolerance

	Abiding by rules




	Selflessness

	Good citizenship




	Etiquette

	Peace





 

This list tells us that


	Civility is complex.

	Civility is good.

	Whatever civility might be, it has to do with courtesy, politeness, and good manners.

	Civility belongs in the realm of ethics.



These four points have guided me in writing this book. Like my workshop participants, I am inclusive rather than exclusive in defining civility. Courtesy, politeness, manners, and civility are all, in essence, forms of awareness. Being civil means being constantly aware of others and weaving restraint, respect, and consideration into the very fabric of this awareness. Civility is a form of goodness; it is gracious goodness. But it is not just an attitude of benevolent and thoughtful relating to other individuals; it also entails an active interest in the well-being of our communities and even a concern for the health of the planet on which we live.

Saying “please” and “thank you”; lowering our voice whenever it may threaten or interfere with others’ tranquillity; raising funds for a neighborhood renovation program; acknowledging a newcomer to the conversation; welcoming a new neighbor; listening to understand and help; respecting those different from us; responding with restraint to a challenge; properly disposing of a piece of trash left by someone else; properly disposing of dangerous industrial pollutants; acknowledging our mistakes; refusing to participate in malicious gossip; making a new pot of coffee for the office machine after drinking the last cup; signaling our turns when driving; yielding our seat on a bus whenever it seems appropriate; alerting the person sitting behind us on a plane when we are about to lower the back of our seat; standing close to the right-side handrail on an escalator; stopping to give directions to someone who is lost; stopping at red lights; disagreeing with poise; yielding with grace when losing an argument, these diverse behaviors are all imbued with the spirit of civility.

Civility, courtesy, politeness, and manners are not perfect synonyms, as etymology clearly shows.


IN LIFE COURTESY AND SELF-POSSESSION, AND IN THE ARTS STYLE, ARE THE SENSIBLE IMPRESSIONS OF THE FREE MIND, FOR BOTH ARISE OUT OF A DELIBERATE SHAPING OF ALL THINGS, AND FROM NEVER BEING SWEPT AWAY, WHATEVER THE EMOTION, INTO CONFUSION OR DULLNESS.

—William Butler Yeats



Courtesy is connected to court and evoked in the past the superior qualities of character and bearing expected in those close to royalty. Etymologically, when we are courteous we are courtierlike. Although today we seldom make this connection, courtesy still suggests excellence and elegance in bestowing respect and attention. It can also suggest deference and formality.


THE VERY ESSENCE OF POLITENESS SEEMS TO BE TO TAKE CARE THAT BY OUR WORDS AND ACTIONS WE MAKE OTHER PEOPLE PLEASED WITH US AS WELL AS WITH THEMSELVES.

—Jean de La Bruyère



To understand politeness, we must think of polish. The polite are those who have polished their behavior. They have put some effort into bettering themselves, but they are sometimes looked upon with suspicion. Expressions such as “polite reply,” “polite lie,” and “polite applause” connect politeness to hypocrisy. It is true that the polite are inclined to veil their own feelings to spare someone else’s. Self-serving lying, however, is always beyond the pale of politeness. If politeness is a quality of character (alongside courtesy, good manners, and civility), it cannot become a flaw. A suave manipulator may appear to be polite but is not.


THERE IS ALWAYS A BEST WAY OF DOING EVERYTHING, IF IT BE TO BOIL AN EGG. MANNERS ARE THE HAPPY WAY OF DOING THINGS; EACH ONCE A STROKE OF GENIUS OR OF LOVE, NOW REPEATED AND HARDENED INTO USAGE.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson



When we think of good manners we often think of children being taught to say “please” and “thank you” and chew with their mouths closed. This may prevent us from looking at manners with the attention they deserve. Manner comes from manus, the Latin word for “hand.” Manner and manners have to do with the use of our hands. A manner is the way something is done, a mode of handling. Thus manners came to refer to behavior in social interaction—the way we handle the encounter between Self and Other. We have good manners when we use our hands well—when we handle others with care. When we rediscover the connection of manner with hand, the hand that, depending on our will and sensitivity, can strike or lift, hurt or soothe, destroy or heal, we understand the importance—for children and adults alike—of having good manners.


BEING CIVIL TO ONE ANOTHER IS MUCH MORE ACTIVE AND POSITIVE A GOOD THAN MERE POLITENESS OR COURTESY, BUT LIKE MANY OTHER IMPORTANT GOODS, SUCH AS GENEROSITY, GRATITUDE, OR SOLIDARITY, IT IS NOT THE SORT OF THING THAT CAN BE “DEMANDED” AS A MATTER OF DUTY, LIKE A MORAL ENTITLEMENT.

—Robert B. Pippin



Civility’s defining characteristic is its ties to city and society. The word derives from the Latin civitas, which means “city,” especially in the sense of civic community. Civitas is the same word from which civilization comes. The age-old assumption behind civility is that life in the city has a civilizing effect. The city is where we enlighten our intellect and refine our social skills. And as we are shaped by the city, we learn to give of ourselves for the sake of the city. Although we can describe the civil as courteous, polite, and well mannered, etymology reminds us that they are also supposed to be good citizens and good neighbors.


Respect in Action
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Living according to the principle of respect for persons is difficult. And yet we can do it, thanks in part to our ability to identify with others and—at least to a certain extent—to feel what they feel. This ability is empathy.


EMPATHY SHINES ITS LIGHT ON OUR DEEPEST NEEDS, NEVER ALLOWING US TO FORGET THAT OUR VERY SURVIVAL DEPENDS ON OUR ABILITY TO ACCURATELY UNDERSTAND AND SENSITIVELY RESPOND TO EACH OTHER.

—Arthur P. Ciaramicoli and Katherine Ketcham



The extraordinary relevance of the rules of civility to our lives is that by following them we put into everyday practice the principle of respect for persons. Civility does the work of empathy. With a training in civility we develop the invaluable habit of considering that no action of ours is without consequences for others and anticipating what those consequences will be. We learn to act in a responsible and caring way. Choosing civility means choosing to do the right thing for others—for the “city.” The by-product of doing justice to others is the enrichment of our own lives. I hope that we will never tire of rediscovering that being kind is good for the kind.

Yes, we live in an age of radical individualism and cultural relativism. Yes, the lack of meaningful coherence in our lives can be disheartening. And yes, sometimes we feel lost because of the dizzying amount and variety of information readily available in a world enveloped by the uninterrupted buzz of the electronic media. But we need not succumb to bafflement, indifference, or despair. “Our countless private codes which we each shape and reshape according to our own selfish needs,” to use Peter Gadol’s words, are far from being our only viable reference for conducting the business of living. We needn’t “scramble like fools.” One thing we can do is act upon the realization that the quality of our lives depends upon our ability to relate and connect. Harmonious and caring relationships foster a happy life. In order to build such relationships, we need the respect, consideration, and kindness that we easily grant to and receive from our fellow humans when we are civil.


Happiness and the Mind
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THE HAPPINESS OF YOUR LIFE DEPENDS UPON THE QUALITY OF YOUR THOUGHTS.

—Marcus Aurelius

HAPPINESS DOES NOT DEPEND ON OUTWARD THINGS, BUT ON THE WAY WE SEE THEM.

—Leo Tolstoy

 

 

 

The Bible, Gautama Buddha, Marcus Aurelius, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and William James are among the most frequently quoted sources of this momentous notion: our happiness does not spring from the events of our lives but rather from how we choose to respond to those events. Many students of human happiness see life satisfaction as a product of the thinking Self.

Our lives are made of events over which we have little or no control. What we can control is how we are going to think about those events. Although we cannot choose no traffic over congested highways for our back-to-work Monday-morning commute, we can choose how to react to traffic. Even in the worst of circumstances, we can react with positive thoughts. While stuck on a beltway in our motorized metal cocoons we can think that this is a good opportunity to do some serious, undisturbed work-related planning. Such a positive reaction to a nonpositive event will yield happy feelings rather than unhappy ones.

Our feelings are the products of our thoughts. A positive thought produces a feeling of contentment or happiness, a negative one a feeling of sadness or despondency. If we have control over what we think about what happens to us, we have control over how we feel about it as well. This means, in turn, that we can be the makers of our own happiness. To say that this is an empowering message is an understatement. It comes, however, with quite a burden of personal responsibility, since it prevents us from blaming our misery on our circumstances. Be that as it may, the pronouncement of a thousand thinkers is unequivocal: our contentment and happiness are a matter of personal attitude.


HE WHO HAS SUCH LITTLE KNOWLEDGE OF HUMAN VALUE AS TO SEEK HAPPINESS BY CHANGING ANYTHING BUT HIS DISPOSITION WILL WASTE HIS LIFE IN FRUITLESS EFFORTS AND MULTIPLY THE GRIEF HE PROPOSES TO REMOVE.

—Samuel Johnson



Who wouldn’t want to acquire an attitude that invites happiness into our lives? Unfortunately, having a positive attitude is not as simple as putting on new clothes. I think that we should take the invitation to self-reliance with a modicum of common sense. To say that we are to look inside ourselves for ways to cope successfully with the difficulties of life doesn’t mean that we should ignore the outside world. Our relationships with others are an invaluable resource of meaning and happiness.


THERE IS NO JOY EXCEPT IN HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS.

—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry



When we excel in the art of sustaining good relationships we can afford to be less than perfect in the art of a positive attitude. And contentment and joy will come to us in unalloyed form.


How Do We Learn to Love?
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Of course, human relationships are not always joyful. Sigmund Freud saw the quest for happiness as central to the human experience. What do human beings want? They “want to become happy and to remain so” was his famous answer. He went on to list the threats to this program of pleasure. Suffering can come from our sickness-prone bodies and from the destructive forces of nature. But the single most painful source of unhappiness, he observed, is perhaps our relationships with others.

Others inevitably limit our individual gratification. If there are two of us and only one apple, I may feel I should give you half of it even if I’d rather eat it all. Or you may take my apple from me. In this sense, the happiness of others is where our happiness ends. However, we also perceive others as a source of happiness. Giving you half of my apple may in fact give me more pleasure than eating the whole apple. Keeping away from others to avoid getting hurt just won’t do. Our challenge is to pursue relationships while keeping at a minimum the hurt that they entail. How can we do that?

When confronting a hurtful event, we can try to activate our internal discipline. We can apply our positive attitude. Here I am more interested in what we can do to prevent hurtful events from happening in the first place. Although we do not have total control over the events that affect our lives, we do have some. We can make it so that certain events will be more likely to occur than others. There is a proven way to keep the hurt that comes from relationships to a minimum, and that is by training ourselves to become good at being with others. How to acquire this invaluable behavioral literacy is not a mystery. A training in civility is part of our basic training as social beings. Civility is the preventive medicine we need.

“Forget love. Try good manners,” is the parting shot in a barbed letter that Siddalee, the protagonist of Rebecca Wells’s novel Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood, receives from her mother, Vivi. Since nobody really knows how to love, says Vivi, we must, at least, be nice to one another. I find Vivi’s utterance striking, even though I disagree with the bleak assessment behind it. We often do know how to love. We know how to love when we have developed a sensitivity to the feelings and needs of others. The problem is not that humans are by nature incapable of knowing how to love, but that the circumstances of their lives often prevent them from learning.

I am optimistic about our ability to better ourselves.
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