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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 people when they talk. However, this habit is more than a matter
of different manners. To the Arab food 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 your
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.
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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.
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