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TA B L E  5 . 1 The Four Distance Zones of Informal Interpersonal Space Among
Middle-Class Americans of North European Heritage
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B OX  5 . 1  H A L L  O N  P R OX E M I C S  I N  

A  C R O S S - C U LT U R A L  C O N T E X T

In Latin America the interaction distance is much less than it is in the
United States. Indeed, people cannot talk comfortably with one another
unless they are very close to the distance that evokes either sexual or hos-
tile feelings in the North American. The result is that when they move
close, we withdraw and back away. As a consequence, they think we are
distant or cold, withdrawn and unfriendly. We, on the other hand, are
constantly accusing them of breathing down our necks, crowding us, and
spraying our faces.

Americans who have spent some time in Latin America without learn-
ing these space considerations make other adaptations, like barricading
themselves behind their desks, using chairs and typewriter tables to keep
the Latin American at what is to us a comfortable distance. The result is
that the Latin American may even climb over the obstacles until he has
achieved a distance at which he can comfortably talk.

from Edward T. Hall, The Silent Language (1959), 209

Many Americans feel that [older] Germans are overly rigid in their be-
havior, unbending and formal. Some of this impression is created by dif-
ferences in the handling of chairs while seated. The American doesn’t
seem to mind if people hitch their chairs up to adjust the distance to the
situation—those that do mind would not think of saying anything, for to
comment on the manners of others would be impolite. In Germany, how-
ever, it is a violation of the mores to change the position of your chair. An
added deterrent for those who don’t know better is the weight of most
German furniture. . . . To a German, light furniture is anathema, not only
because it seems flimsy but because people move it and thereby destroy
the order of things, including intrusions on the “private sphere.” In one
instance reported to me, a German newspaper editor who had moved to
the United States had his visitor’s chair bolted to the floor “at the proper
distance” because he couldn’t tolerate the American habit of adjusting the
chair to the situation.

from Edward T. Hall, The Hidden Dimension (1966), 129
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