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IN 1995, TOWN & COUNTRY LAUNCHED WHAT HAS become one of its most popular monthly features. Called “Social Graces,” it focuses on the present state of modern behavior— disintegrating manners, the eroding rules of etiquette and the necessity for civility in a fast-moving, go-your-own-way world. The writers we approached were as frustrated we were, and so ensued a series of always eloquent, sometimes cranky, delightfully unstuffy essays on such subjects as the disappearance of the gentleman, the importance of saying “please” and “thank you” and the proliferation of cell-phone abusers (we called them “cellular phonies”).

The first “Social Graces” article, entitled “Privacy . . . or What’s Left of It,” was written by novelist Jay McInerney. Other distinguished contributors followed, including Sue Miller, Wendy Wasserstein, David Brooks, Peggy Noonan and the actor Frank Langella (his was a father’s lament called “When Daddy Was King”). By 2002, we had enough essays to publish Town & Country’s first Social Graces anthology. It was a success, to the tune of multiple printings.

“Social Graces” has continued as a series in the magazine, is as popular as ever, and possibly more needed. It even led to a sequel anthology called Modern Manners in 2005. No matter how many subjects related to modern-day behavior we have covered, there always seem to be more begging to be examined or revisited. Happily, there are also plenty of writers eager to explore them— hence, this expanded version of the original Social Graces collection. We have added close to a dozen more articles, covering such predicaments as accepting a compliment, raising unruly boys to become good men and finding cues to hidden meanings.

Life in the twenty-first century has become ever more complex and moves at a faster pace than we ever thought possible. Having social graces is not just nice, it is necessary. Communicating clearly, convivially and with sensitivity is critically important on several levels: It paves the way to better personal relationships, it ensures better business dealings and, who knows, it may even lead to peace on earth.

PAMELA FIORI 
 EDITOR 
TOWN & COUNTRY 
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 MODERN TIMES 
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In the brazen new world, the ease of 
 communication and the speed of travel can leave behind 
 something called the human element.
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Privacy...or What’s Left of It 
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A few years ago some letters disappeared from my desk. Being absent-minded and an atrocious slob, I was able to imagine that I had misplaced the folder somehow, until I happened to be grimacing my way through an advance copy of a fairly unreadable book and found some readable and strangely familiar sentences scattered about the page. The writer of the book was an acquaintance of mine, and there was no question that only the person in possession of my correspondence could have come up with the six or seven sentences that I eventually recognized. Hardly the most dramatic case of robbery or plagiarism in recent history, but I admit I was appalled at the so-called author. Appalled at the theft of my physical property and of my words. These were private letters. Not necessarily intimate or racy, but private. But maybe I’m just exercising an outmoded sense of ethical delicacy here.

Does anyone out there remember the distinction between public and private? Once upon a time, these were two separate, polar spheres of life. These words were actually antonyms. (Check the dictionary if you don’t believe me.) Private was what happened in your bedroom, your closet or in your head, and it generally stayed there. Public was what you did, often in costume, if you thought anyone was watching. Everybody had private lives; only statesmen and royalty and movie stars had actual public lives. As recently as the 1970s, even these luminaries enjoyed some privacy, at least until they died; their drug taking, womanizing and sundry violations of the sodomy laws went largely unremarked unless they happened to crash the Mercedes into a tree as a result. Once the police got involved, things tended to become public. That was one of the rules, when there still were rules.

Of course, the border between public and private was always somewhat porous, compromised by the seepage of gossip. Gossip has always been with us. It’s what makes us different from the invertebrates. But for the first million years or so of human evolution, gossip was an insider’s game, a local affair. You had to be a member of court to know what the king was doing with his page.

Since roughly the moment that Gary Hart was caught stepping out of a town house with comely domestic-policy adviser Donna Rice, gossip has become the booming growth sector of journalistic enterprise. And the distinction between public and private has gradually—well, no, precipitously—disappeared. It took thousands of years to even develop the concept of privacy—the bedroom door, the billet-doux, that discreet hotel in Manhattan’s East fifties where you paid in cash—and less than a generation to destroy it. Like mineral reserves that were once inaccessible to primitive technologies, the previously private amorous and pharmaceutical practices of celebrities, dead and living, have produced a bonanza for the fourth estate, even as the concept of celebrity has expanded to include approximately every third or fourth person.

The erosion of VIP privacy has been partly self-inflicted. Celebs in need of a career boost have learned to tell the story of their former drug, alcohol and/or sex addiction in exchange for a magazine cover shot. For those rare stars and pols who stubbornly cling to their privacy, there is usually a helpful chauffeur or maid willing to enlighten the rest of us about his or her employer’s kinky foibles. The butler did it . . . or Charles’s valet . . . or Diana’s riding instructor.

Those lucky few Americans who are still neither rich nor famous—and without servants—far from rejoicing in their privacy, seem to be rushing to television studios to reveal the details of their private lives to the republic. This is not what Socrates meant when he said the unexamined life is not worth living. Like virginity in the ’60s, privacy has become something to be gotten rid of—as soon as possible.

For those rare stars and pols who stubbornly cling to their privacy, there is usually a helpful chauffeur or maid willing to enlighten the rest of us about his or her employer’s kinky foibles.

Blame Truman Capote,Donald Trump, Robin Leach or People magazine for contributing to this social breakdown, this mass attack of voyeurism/exhibitionism. But we’re all a little guilty; don’t say you never watched the O. J. Simpson trials. So herewith I offer a few practical tips for living in the era of glass houses:

• When hiring domestic help, agree on your story in advance. It’s ridiculously optimistic to think your personal assistant won’t eventually try to sell the details of your life to a tabloid-TV show. So you should collaborate on what you would like revealed about yourself, and don’t let the truth stand in your way. For instance, my assistant has promised to say that I was Michelle Pfeiffer’s love slave.

• Burn your correspondence, shred your faxes, erase your E-mail.

• Since privacy has become such an undesirable commodity and exposure so valued, it occurs to me that crime would be considerably reduced if we deny publicity to all felony suspects and convicted criminals. No pictures except mug shots. And definitely no jailhouse interviews conducted by Diane Sawyer.

Which suggestion leads me back to my own recent brush with crime. How to deal with the creature who trafficked in my stolen correspondence? My first thought was to remove his (or her) fingernails with pliers. But that was hardly practical, no matter how desirable. My second thought was recourse to the law. My lawyers assured me I was on firm ground pursuing the case. They also mentioned, when pressed, what it might cost. Then there was the big negative factor: publicity. Did I really want to present the plagiarist with an opportunity to spread his own name and the name of his book all over the gossip columns? Wasn’t it possible, even likely, that this was the very reason he had provoked me, in the hope of generating some cheap publicity?

If all this sounds far-fetched, I can only say that you don’t know the phototropic individual in question. And you haven’t paid close attention to the first part of this essay. In a world in which publicity and exposure—whether as a plagiarist or a pedophile—are seen as good fortune, perhaps the worst punishment we can devise is silence and anonymity.
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