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     In honor of the holiday season, I thought I'd review, Talk to the Hand: The Utter Bloody Rudeness of the World Today, or Six Good Reasons to Stay Home and Bolt the Door, by Lynne Truss.  This is the same woman who wrote, Eats, Shoots, and Leaves.  Do you know this book?  It is the highly entertaining book on grammar that has been on the best-seller lists.  Some people find it difficult to understand all those words together in one sentence, but others of us know grammar to be the thrill it is.  Fun, also, is it to discover some old crank who can discourse cleverly on a subject everyone can relate to. Not a conventional book of etiquette in the fashion of Emily Post or Miss Manners, this is more like being present at some obligatory social gathering and happening upon an entertaining eccentric who can harangue an audience.  It's funny, it's arresting, it's refreshing.

     Truss's complaints address six categories of bad behavior: 1) Please and thank-you--what happened to them?  2) Adventures in customer "service";  3) The invasion of personal space;  4) Easy public hostility;  5) Common disrespect; and, 6)  Accountability—who, me?  Lest this sound like just another neocon screed, Truss herself denies "a rightward drift " in her thinking.  She says, "I merely ask: isn't it odd, the way many nice, youngish liberal people are beginning to admire the chewing-gum penalties of Singapore?"

     The author illustrates a load of indignities the person in the modern world is heir to, amusingly, but she concludes they all hail from the same source: a sense of isolation and alienation.  Each person feels and behaves as if he were alone.

     Cell phone chats in public about one's personal habits?  Well, there's no one else around to hear it.  Pajamas in public?  Who will see?  Littering?  Who's going to mind?  Please and thank you?  Well, why?

     Truss believes we are increasingly cut off from other people.   Even the world of electronics doesn't help, despite what many say is a new world of interconnection.  We may be reachable at any time and nearly every place by phone, but that prevents us from interacting with the people at hand.  Email seems to connect us to a wide net of contacts, but it is solipsistic--if we don't like the direction the conversation is taking us, we can just end it and delete the person from our lives.  On the Internet we control the information that comes in, "editing the world."  How unlike life this is where we have to constantly deal with the unexpected and very little is under our own control.  Compare this with dealing with a driver who has just taken your parking spot--you can't just hit delete and make him go away.  Truss thinks we are ceasing to learn the skills of dealing with people and are subsequently resorting to anger and hostility.
     If we don't have a sense of fellow-feeling, we stop acting as though the other person matters.  And can anything be more a metaphor for social isolation than the iPod?  A crowd of people all ignoring each other lost in their own little piped-in worlds, each marching to his own drummer, literally?

     It's true, whenever you take a look at the direction the world is going, you can despair. You might want to take the advice of the subtitle and "stay home and bolt the door."  Who could blame you, especially at this frenzied time of year?  My advice is, if you do, take this book with you.  At least you'll laugh.
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