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Socially Scientific
Notes on the intriguing behavior of human beings 

by Robin Abrahams

In Today’s Society
My students have a near-mystical belief in the power of the phrase “in today’s society” to lend urgency and import to their 
writings. It is acceptable, of course, when they use it appropriately: “In today’s society, we are bombarded with advertising,” 
say. But they are just as likely to use it when describing phenomena that ‘twere ever thus. “In today’s society, it is painful to 
be poked in the eye with a sharp stick.” As though it were a rare treat in the medieval period. 

Garlic in Good Standing
It has been a sociological truism since the 1960s that “personal space” -- the optimally comfortable distance between 
yourself and another person--varies from culture to culture. North Americans and Northern Europeans usually stand about 
two and half to three feet apart; southern Europeans and Latin American stand about one and a half to two feet apart, and 
Middle Easterners stand even closer, sometimes less than a foot apart. This suggests, as any cook will immediately note, 
that there appears to be an odd correlation here: the more one’s national cuisine features garlic, the closer one prefers to 
stand to one’s fellow citizens. Can anyone explain this counterintuitive phenomenon?

Way to Go
The most impressive and characteristic building at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) is known as the Infinite 
Corridor. Stopping in during a walk one recent morning, I discovered that you have to go halfway to infinity before finding 
a women’s bathroom at MIT.
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