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For my mother



INTRODUCTION


The butcher’s counter is so high that to catch the eye of the man who makes the sandwiches I have to stand on tiptoe. I order, he nods. When I step back I hear a voice from above me. “How are you?” the butcher asks me from his restocking ladder. “Not bad,” I say. “I’m going to be a lot better when I eat that sandwich.” He laughs, and turns back to the cans on the shelf.

“And how about you?”

He turns back around. “Me? You came in, my day is made.” He bows and smiles. He means it as a compliment and I decide to take it that way. “You have the day off?” I’m not dressed for an office. I can see why he asked.

“Well, I’m a writer, so I’m going to sit at my computer.” I make a typing motion. He asks what I’m working on.

“It’s a book about talking to strangers.”

“You don’t say! That’s neat.” He steps down off the ladder. “You know, I do that all the time. I mean here, sure, that’s my job. But everywhere else too.” He’s spreading his hands in the air, the whole city, he’s showing me. “You know, in an elevator or something, not all the time, it’s not always right. But just hello or good morning. The other day I’m in an elevator and I say to the woman next to me, I look at her and say just ‘Good morning’ and then I look back at the doors. I don’t want her to think I want anything from her, that’s not what it is. So she turns to me, says, ‘And good morning to you.’ Then she says, ‘You know, thank you. Now I feel like a human.’ I just try to do it. I mean, I wish everybody knew. People don’t have to live like that, like we’re not all right here together.”

Talking to people I’ve never met is my adventure. It’s my joy, my rebellion, my liberation. It is how I live.

Here’s why. When you talk with strangers, you make beautiful and surprising interruptions in the expected narrative of your daily life. You shift perspective. You form momentary, meaningful connections. You find questions whose answers you thought you knew. You reject the ideas that make us so suspicious of each other.

•  •  •

I’ve been thinking about this for a long time. It’s not just that my own interactions with strangers resonate with meaning for me. I’m also fascinated with the lives of others, with how people the world over talk to strangers, why they do and why they don’t. In the past decade, my fascination has also extended into the networked world, full of new technologies that have the potential to generate new forms of connectedness. Many of the ideas you’ll encounter here took shape in a university course I created at NYU’s Interactive Telecommunications Program, where I taught technologists and programmers and app designers to understand how the strangers they seek to bring together actually behave, and why people do what they do in the face of people they don’t know.

In these pages we’ll explore why talking to strangers is good for you. We’ll investigate how it’s possible for people to open themselves to even the briefest conversations with strangers and the fascinating dynamics of how they do it. What does it take to say a simple hello to a stranger you pass on the street? How might that interaction continue? What are the places in which you are more likely to interact with people you don’t know? How do you get out of a conversation? These sound like easy questions. As you’ll see, they are not.

Now, the ground rules.

It should go without saying, but this is a book about noticing things that go without saying, so, just in case:

When I talk about talking to strangers, I am talking about open, respectful, genuine interaction. None of what you’ll read here is to sanction or suggest that unwanted, hostile contact—street harassment, in other words—contributes to our sense of belonging and humanity. Talking at strangers is a form of violence: catcalls, name-calling, objectifying comments about the bodies of others, mockery, threats veiled by diction and threats made by sheer tone. And not only in the immediate moment—when people regularly come up against these behaviors it trains them not to talk to strangers. As a citizen of the street you have two responsibilities. The first is to be kind and respectful. The second is to loudly protest when you see verbally or physically aggressive street behavior as long as you don’t think speaking up will make things worse. Protect the ability of everyone to have positive interactions in public with people they don’t know by calling out the troublemakers, the haters, the harassers. Don’t do it and don’t tolerate it.

This is a book about talking, and it’s also a book about seeing, listening, and being alert to the world. I want to show you how lyrical and profound our most momentary connections can be, to broaden your understanding and deepen your perception of people who are strangers to you. I want you to see the invisible mechanics and meanings of street interactions. I want to give you a new way to be in love with the world.



[image: Images]




1


Who Is a Stranger?

How do you divide the world into known and unknown? Stranger is a slippery word—you think you know what it means until you try to account for yourself. It names an idea that invisibly structures your everyday life, what you see, the choices you make, the way you move. Are you ready to see just how slippery it is? Tell me what you mean when you say stranger.

I ask this a lot, and almost everything I hear boils down to this wonderfully contradictory list.

• Someone you’ve only seen once.

• The entire world of people you’ve never met or encountered.

• All the people who are unknown to you but possibly knowable, the people who you’re aware of as individuals in some way, but have never met or encountered in person.

• People you have personal information about but have not met, like a friend of a friend, or a public person.

• A person who doesn’t share your context, whether that is ideological or geographical.

• A person you don’t have anything in common with.

• Someone who is not part of any group you define yourself as belonging to.

• Someone you can’t understand.

• Someone who is a threat.

• Someone you encounter frequently but don’t know anything about other than what you can observe.

• Someone whose name you don’t know.

When we examine our ideas about strangers, the notion that a stranger is someone to be afraid of often falls away, chalked up to childhood training in “stranger danger” or something gleaned from the media, in contradiction to our lived experiences. Who we think is a stranger is an individual thing. It’s also defined by culture and history. The ways we interact with strangers—and so our very ideas of whom they are—can change in response to major events. During major disruptions in our lives, in storms, floods, outages, transit strikes, we suspend our usual expectations and put feelings of community above fear. Ever more frequent terrorist attacks by Islamic fundamentalists around the world have directly increased suspicion of strangers—and have fueled illogical and unwarranted assumptions about what kind of stranger poses a threat.

Our concepts of strangers and how we behave toward them also vary by situation. Is it dark, am I alone, am I in familiar territory, am I lost, am I in the minority in this place?

Who counts as a stranger? Who do we greet? Who do we avoid? My four-year-old daughter forces me to ask these questions constantly. My family lives in a city, in an area with residential blocks and commercial streets crossing each other. As my daughter and I walk around the neighborhood, I watch her sort strangers.

I say hello to most people, and she wants to know why. Are they our friend? she’ll ask. “No, just a neighbor” might be the answer when it’s someone we see often or people who are walking near our house. Do we know them? “No, we’ve never met them.” Why did you say hi then? “It’s just nice to be friendly.” I think twice when I tell her that, even though I mean it. And as a woman, I know very well that strangers on the street don’t always have such noble intentions. It is good to be friendly, and it’s good to learn when not to be. But none of that means we have to be afraid.

Our apartment is near a halfway house, and some of the people who live there are hard cases, apparently a little “off” in one way or another. They might be dressed in very shabby or unwashed clothes, or behaving in ways that look like they’re high on something. Their speech or body language sometimes puts me on alert for behavior that may or may not be harmless. I feel varying degrees of discomfort about any of these situations, and I want my daughter to see that I make choices—and learn to make her own—about who I greet and how I avoid interacting with someone I think might be unpredictable or unpleasant. I want her to understand an essential distinction in a world of strangers: unpredictable and unpleasant are not by definition dangerous.

On our way to school one morning there was a man in the middle of the block we usually walk down, and he was yelling angrily at the air, stomping his feet and swinging his arms. I said to my daughter, “Let’s go another way.” She asked, Why can’t we go that way, isn’t he our neighbor? Once a question is asked, it snakes through many others. I had to wonder what made me uneasy and whether or not it was based on good instincts or prejudice I’m blind to. That day, I said, “Well, that man looks pretty upset and I don’t want to get too close to him.” Why is he upset? she asked. “I don’t know what’s bothering him, but I can tell by the way he’s yelling and what he’s doing with his body that I don’t want to get near him right now.” I watched her taking that in. I had sidestepped the shorthand of saying, “He’s acting crazy,” though that’s what I would have said to an adult. I wasn’t being delicate about my choice of language as much as I was avoiding a cascade of questions I wasn’t prepared to answer there on that street corner. What’s crazy? How did he get that way? Is he always crazy? How do I know someone is crazy?

What was important to me in that moment was that she learn to perceive, not learn to name or categorize.

That’s an uphill battle, because categorizing is something human brains do. We categorize people as a shortcut to learning about them. We see young, old, white, black, male, female, stranger, friend, and we use the information we store in that box, the box labeled OLD or FEMALE or STRANGER to define them. Sometimes that’s the best we can do, but it creates a dreadful lack of knowing at the individual level.

Categorization and its malignant offspring, stereotyping, are learned at home, in school, on the street. These ways we have of seeing each other also have deep roots in human history. The blunt argument made by some academics (and further oversimplified by the media) says we became hardwired for this in an early moment in human evolution, when having a strong sense of  “us and them” helped humans in an extremely resource-poor environment choose who to help and who to exclude so that their group had a better shot at survival. In other words, fear and bias were once useful. It may be in one way or another true that we were once dependent on keeping our groups closed. But turn your most suspicious eye on theories that say humans are hardwired for anything. Someone may be using an idea as a sledgehammer. That word is trying to tell you there’s something we can’t change. The fact that “us and them” thinking has long roots in human history does not mean that it is natural, or acceptable. It does not mean bias is inevitable and immutable, or that fearful and defensive instincts should continue to drive us.

There’s no question: We have to choose whom to trust. The world is full of dangers, and a few of them arrive in the form of an unfamiliar face. We have to navigate that world safely somehow. We can make these choices with attention and grace. If we don’t, we will find ourselves in a one-dimensional world, deprived of honest human connections and interruptions that awaken us.

None of this is easy. To learn to truly see someone you’ve never met is hard. Slotting them into categories is a lazy shortcut we rely on too often. Relying on your perceptions—giving careful attention to what your senses are telling you without jumping to conclusions—costs time and effort. It’s not a lightning reflex but a skill to be learned. You can practice it in places with low stakes. Take a walk in the park, in daylight, and look at the people around you. What do you see? What puts you at ease or sets you on edge? Who counts as a stranger?

Whatever you find, and wherever you think it comes from, one thing is certain: we are surrounded by individuals, not categories. There are adventures to be had here, adventures you can set out for every day of your life. To really understand how you divide the world, to use your senses to choose whom to make familiar, and to stop and say hello to a stranger, these bold acts can transform your emotional experience of the public world. And you can transform the public world itself right along with you.
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Fleeting Intimacy

This if nothing else: Talking to strangers is good for you. Talking to a stranger is, at its best, an exquisite interruption of what you were expecting to happen when you walked down the street or rode on a bus, shopped at the grocery store or wandered around a museum, whiled away some time on a park bench or waited in a long, slow line. When something unexpected happens it calls you to full attention, turns your awareness outward to the world. You are awake. When you interact with a stranger you’re not in your own head, you’re not on autopilot from here to there. You are present in the moment. And to be present is to feel alive.
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