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So you’re writing a book,” a neighbor said. “What’s it about?”

“Nice,” I told her.

She looked puzzled. “You mean Neece, the city in France?”

“No, not Neece. Nice, as in ice. You know: pleasant, courteous, considerate, kind—that sort of thing. I’m exploring what makes people nice.”

“But aren’t you the wrong person to write about that?” she ventured.

“Are you saying I’m not nice?” I bristled.

“No, no,” she said hastily. “It’s just that you’re from New York.”

There it is: that old cliché about New Yorkers. We’re rude, impatient, way too busy—and cynical—to bother being nice. As for so-called “nice” people, they’re too sweet, too accommodating to survive—much less thrive—in New York. And it’s not just New Yorkers who have a stereotypic view. “I don’t know how it is here in America,” a friend visiting from London mused, “but in England, describing someone as nice suggests they’re, well.. . rather bland.”

As much as we say we value being nice, secretly we think my English friend may be right. We desperately want others to be nice to us, but we have reservations about anyone who seems too nice. We end up marrying the nice guy (or gal), but it’s the naughty one whose kisses we remember long past high school.

“Isn’t calling people nice damning them with faint praise?” another friend suggested. “A tacit admission that you can’t come up with anything more interesting to say about them?” To this way of thinking, nice is safe, inoffensive, middle-of-the-road. It reminds me of a TV interview I once saw, following a screening of director Peter Bogdanovich’s film What’s Up, Doc? The movie was a screwball comedy with Barbra Streisand and Ryan O’Neal—megastars at the time—but when the screening ended, instead of applauding, the audience hissed. Bogdanovich was stunned. “What’s to hiss?” he said. “That’s like hissing ice cream.”

In the collective unconscious, nice is vanilla ice cream.

Or is it? Dismissing nice as bland and unexciting may be as wrongheaded as assuming that all New Yorkers are rude. Is it fair to reject out of hand a quality that is, on the face of it, so unassailable? Why do we squirm when talk turns to positive attributes? With all that’s wrong in the world, shouldn’t we be celebrating humanity’s more admirable traits? Clearly, I thought, it’s time to look deeper and give nice a chance.

And so I set out to examine nice through the lenses of philosophy, psychology, neuroscience, and religion, with input from etiquette mavens, pop culture, and common sense. As the piles of research rose on my office floor, nice acquired more—and sometimes surprising—meanings. By the time I had ploughed through a thicket of books, scientific studies, newspaper clips, magazine articles, and web posts, it was abundantly clear that nice isn’t the simple Hallmark sentiment we’ve been led to believe but a rich broth of traits and states, values and strengths. Taken together they point, in essence, to a way of being in the world—a good-hearted approach to life, if you will.

To be sure, I was skeptical at first. In a 2010 poll, 69 percent of the respondents found Americans ruder than ever. That’s down from 75 percent the previous year, but not by much. And we don’t need to look far to see how ill-mannered and self-involved we’ve become. Trash-talking shock jocks and partisan pundits dominate the airwaves. Politicians spew vitriol; hands across the aisle are forgotten. Store clerks are surly, and customer service is nonexistent. Help lines are manned by recorded messages. The workplace is a war zone, and stressed-out workers tote their frustrations home. Children bully their classmates and order their parents around. There’s an epidemic of hate crimes, and entitlement is the new social disease.

Considering how pervasive bad behavior is today, it was a challenge to focus on what’s nice. It’s easier to look at what isn’t nice than what is. And what do we mean by nice anyway? In a brief survey I circulated among family, friends, and friends of friends, I listed sixty adjectives and asked participants to tick off the ones they most associated with nice. What emerged as the overall winner was kind. No surprise there, but what did surprise me were some related findings: although kind was the first choice among the men, the number one pick for the women was courteous—a word that didn’t even make it into the men’s top ten. Manners do matter to at least half the world, it seems—even if we don’t always act like we mean it.

A physical therapist who moved to the United States from Canada told me, “I think Canadians are more polite than Americans. But,” he quickly added, “that doesn’t mean they’re nicer.” Courtesy alone can’t qualify us as nice. If it could, we would have no trouble building a nation of nice people: just make etiquette classes mandatory in elementary school, beginning with first grade.

So if nice isn’t about holding doors and giving the elderly your seat on the bus, what exactly does it consist of? We’ll explore the possibilities in detail in the following pages, but it’s clear that nice has a number of meanings, depending on who’s looking at it and from what angle. On balance, niceness seems to be an ingrained response. Ingrained, but not innate. While there is mounting evidence that traits like compassion and empathy are inborn, being nice is a largely acquired skill that anyone can learn. What’s inborn is the capacity for niceness. After that, family, friends, school, community, and religion—aided by intelligence, persistence, and self-awareness—work in tandem to hone the talent.

One sign of our growing interest in humanity’s more salubrious side is the rise of positive psychology, which emphasizes the good in human nature rather than the pathological, psychology’s focus since the field began. Positive psychologists have identified twenty-four measurable character strengths that are found, in varying combinations and to varying degrees, in mature, mentally stable people. As we’ll see in chapter 2, Nice Deconstructed, these strengths and virtues are not only the building blocks of happiness but also markers for identifying the people and behavior most likely to be labeled nice.

The roots of nice run deeper than personality. Character is the key. Not that genuinely nice people are goody-goodies. Like anyone, they stumble on occasion, but there’s a strain of decency underneath. Perhaps the best way of characterizing a nice person is the word mensch. German for “human being,” mensch in Yiddish means so much more. “The key to being a ‘real mensch’,” Leo Rosten explains in The New Joys of Yiddish, “is nothing less than character: rectitude, dignity, a sense of what is right, responsible, decorous.” The Encarta dictionary defines a mensch as “somebody good, kind, decent, and honorable.” A mensch is someone “you would be happy to befriend and associate with because you feel genuine in [his] presence,” adds JewishLink, an online resource on Jewish healing and spirituality, in “The Art of the Mensch.” But it’s with this definition that JewishLink really brings the idea home: “A person is a mensch because he simply makes others feel good.” What could be nicer than that?

Qualities like integrity, honesty, loyalty, and compassion take nice beyond the one-dimensional, what’s-to-hiss meaning previously assigned to it. But before we look closely at nice’s salutary meanings, we need to acknowledge its darker side. “Oh, nice,” we snap sarcastically when someone does something really stupid or messes up big time. And in the obverse world of urban slang, nice means just the opposite: “Yo, man, she nice” translates as “She’s a real badass.” So nice hasn’t always meant sweetness and light. In fact, the word has a checkered past, as we’ll discover in chapter 1. It has taken nearly a millennium for nice to get to where it is now.

But for all that, is there anything about nice that has existed down through time and across all cultures? Indeed, there are certain qualities we associate with nice people, such as caring and compassion, that seem to be shared by people the world over, whether they are African nomads, South Seas Islanders, or West Texas teens.

Being nice, in the first instance, is a solo activity—no one can be nice for you. Yet for anyone except perhaps a monk on solitary retreat, nice is a social matter. Whether I’m nice or nasty affects the world around me—even when I think that no one is watching. We are always in some sort of interaction with the human or built or natural environment. Chapter 3, Heaven Is Other People, explores nice as an interpersonal endeavor.

Perhaps nowhere is nice behavior more of an issue than in our intimate relations. We grant family special privileges, but often in a negative way: somehow we find it OK to be rude, angry, or selfish with our own flesh and blood. As Robert Frost famously put it, “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.” But do the truly nice have one set of behaviors for the world at large and another, lesser set for the people they love? How do nice people deal with the inevitable arguments and misunderstandings of intimate life? Future chapters look at these questions in the context of love relationships, friendship, and manners.

Work is another area where nice—and not-so-nice—behavior stands out. It’s a dog-eat-dog world, the prevailing work ethic tells us, so you had better bite or be bitten. But as chapter 6, When Kindness Goes to Work, suggests, there is heartening news from the workplace. Certain individuals are bringing enlightened values to the office, and whole companies and industries are moving toward more humane ways of doing business.

Doing well by doing good is gaining favor as a private ethos, as well. Volunteering—niceness in action—is on the upswing. There is increased awareness that who we are and how we live impacts not just our own backyards and communities but people and ecosystems around the world. Sometimes it takes a celebrity—a Bill Gates or a Bill Clinton or a George Clooney—to focus our attention on suffering at a distance, but thanks to twenty-first century global communications, we’re exposed to exemplars of kindness and generosity wherever they’re found. We learn to be nice by watching others.

Which brings us back to manners. Etiquette may not be the whole story when it comes to being nice, but manners are not peripheral to our lives, as chapter 4, Why Manners Matter, reveals. Manners broadcast who we are at any given time, a fact not lost on a group of inner-city teens who wrote a hip-hop etiquette guide for their peers. “Manners say, ‘You can count on me,’” observes Mary Landers, the teacher who supervised the project.

But count on me for what, exactly? If this were medieval Europe, I might say “for not stabbing you at dinner”—a very real concern in those days. In today’s world, trustworthy behavior might include such things as not stealing your client, or your spouse, or the taxi you’re hailing. Manners announce our intention not to knowingly hurt others, and express our commitment to be honest, courteous, and sensitive to one another’s needs. At the very least, manners are like clean clothes: they make a good impression and show respect. Nearly all the Nice Survey respondents counted manners important or very important. But in rating their own performance in the manners department, all but a handful called it average at best. Is that modesty—or a frank acknowledgment of the discrepancy in today’s world between values and behavior?

These days, it’s not unusual to find people who are kindness personified and generous to a fault, yet who routinely answer their cell phones or check for text messages in the middle of meetings and social gatherings, even at the dinner table. With their phones and iPads turned off, these people seem adrift, as if something critical is missing. It is. We’re in thrall to our digital companions—and it’s only going to get worse. With every new gadget and upgrade, there is less and less incentive to separate ourselves from our electronic partners for even a nanosecond. But is anyone asking, Is this nice? Chapter 7, Digital Life, looks at electronic communications and social networking, and our growing tendency to put these relationships before face-to-face encounters.

*  *  *  

All this brings us back to the central question of The Meaning of Nice: What does it mean to be nice in today’s world—and how important is it anyway? A number of Nice Survey participants said that filling out the questionnaire was the first time they had given serious thought to being nice and to whether or not they—and the people around them—were making the grade. (To find out where you stand, see the Nice Survey on page 213, or online at www.thenicereport.net.)

Despite all the attention our bad behavior has received, there is evidence that nicer, kinder behavior is poised for a comeback. Not long ago, an upscale tabloid, the New York Observer, dropped its usual snarky tone to herald the shift in an issue headlined “The New Nice.” That same month, Harper’s Bazaar ran an essay by the actress Rita Wilson proclaiming, “Nice Is the New Black.” And a few months before that, Vogue published “The Kindness Project,” an article that grew out of writer Miranda Purves’s decision to, as she put it, “make it through the holidays with my family without a single mean outburst.” It’s an aspiration shared by many. For advice, Purves had phoned London psychoanalyst Adam Phillips, co-author of On Kindness, a surprise best seller in 2009.

So why is nice on the collective radar? Is being nice indeed “the new black”: hip, au courant, yet classic—right for all occasions? Are we seeing a course correction in behavior, or just a momentary backlash against the me-first-ism that has overrun the culture in recent years?

We could just as well ask the question another way: What made nice behavior fall out of favor in the first place? Presuming, of course, that nice has had its historical moments. Whatever the rising and falling fortunes of the word nice down through the years, notions of virtue and character have been around since the Hellenic era. (Chapter 1, A Checkered Past, explores the relationship between the nice and the good.) The people who embody super-nice behavior today—such as His Holiness the Dalai Lama, widely considered the nicest person on the planet—are in many ways just big-screen examples of the native human capacity for compassion, courtesy, kindness, generosity, and forgiveness. Every village, every community has its local heroes—people who are noticeably caring and supportive.

So when did the nice train go off the rails? How come consistently nice behavior has been so hard to find in recent years? Did the post–World War II melting pot stir in so many new voices and expectations that traditional manners and mores fell out of favor? Does responsibility rest with the sixties counterculture, who rejected anything identified with authority or the Establishment? Did the Me Generation of the 1970s trade being nice for finding oneself? Or is the problem the balkanization of family life ushered in by the two-career household? Was the coup de grace to nice delivered by the rise of the Internet and the too-much-information era?

Don’t blame the Internet, a friend told me over coffee at Starbucks, scanning his text messages between sentences and bites of his croissant. In fact, he claimed, it’s the Internet that’s responsible for the nice revival, bringing us together in the vast village square of cyberspace while collapsing old barriers of age, race, religion, class, gender, and whatever. “But hasn’t digital togetherness gone a bit too far?” I countered. “Hasn’t Facebook steamrollered over quaint notions like courtesy and privacy, not to mention the intimacy of actually sitting down with one another?”

My friend snickered, but still I wondered. What about the new-media holdouts, or the small but growing minority questioning the idea that living out loud and online 24/7 is necessary or desirable? Now that every utterance, every unflattering photo, every dumb thing we’ve ever done hangs forever in the cloud, wouldn’t we want to be more circumspect about what we say and do? Aren’t some things better left unseen and unsaid? The privacy train may have already left the station, but it’s not too late to develop a modicum of discretion.

Even as we redefine nice for the new millennium, there are pockets of restraint. Online, it’s as simple as people “defriending” people they don’t actually know, and cutting back on tweets or dropping Twitter altogether. (Does anybody’s life really warrant minute-to-minute revelations to a million followers?) Offline, meanwhile, there’s an uptick in old-fashioned social involvement: friends getting together in real time and place, book discussion groups and crafting circles springing up, families having meals together. Character and values are once again conversational topics—and not just among radical right-wingers attempting to turn back time. Even grade-schoolers are learning the importance of living together peacefully and responsibly on the planet.

The fact is, beneath all our pettiness and self-concern, we humans are caring creatures. That’s the message of ancient spiritual teachings and of modern science, as neuroscientists probe brain centers that light up when we’re compassionate or generous. Current research confirms that kind people have an easier time in the world, not least in terms of health, emotional well-being, and relations with others. And when a group of centenarians was interviewed by The New York Times on the key to their longevity, they predictably cited factors like genes, healthy habits, and having fun. But one woman chalked it up to a positive outlook: “I always put anything disagreeable or bad out of the way. That’s the secret of life. Don’t emphasize anything that is evil or bad, but get rid of it or rise above it.”

Being nice may not guarantee long life—there are those pesky genes and fitness habits to consider. But it can make the journey richer and more rewarding, whatever its length.


Chapter One
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A Checkered Past

Wouldn’t you know, it was the French who gave us the word nice. But they weren’t very nice about it, at least in the way we think of nice today—“delightful, agreeable, a general epithet of approval or commendation,” as The Oxford English Dictionary puts it. Nice comes from neyce, Old French for foolish or stupid, which itself derives from the Latin nescire, to be ignorant or undiscerning. Call someone neyce in the thirteenth century and you were calling him a fool.

So how did we get from neyce to nice, from foolish to agreeable and delightful? By all accounts, it wasn’t easy. The authors of The Private Lives of English Words tell us that since it was introduced into Middle English from Old French back in the 1300s, nice has undergone more twists and turns in meaning that almost any other word in the English language. In fact, the etymological wanderings of nice take up five densely packed columns in the OED, which cautions against looking for any logical progression. Duly warned, we can forge ahead.

As neyce was ferried across the English Channel from France, it morphed into nyce, and the English latched onto its meaning as silly or stupid with a flourish. The Romance of William of Palerne, a French work translated into English, offers a choice example: “Now witterly ich am vn-wise & wonderliche nyce”—“I am unwise and wondrously foolish.” Chaucer heartily embraced nice in The Canterbury Tales, giving the word a second meaning—“wanton, loose-mannered, lascivious”—that only added to its disrepute. The Romance of the Rose, a French work that Chaucer reputedly helped translate into English, describes a nice woman of the day: “Nyce she was, but she mente ne Noon harme ne slight in hir entente, but oonely lust & jolyte”—“Loose-mannered she was, but she meant no one harm nor [was] slight her intent, only lust and jollity.”

By the 1400s, nice-as-wanton had spawned yet another meaning: “coy, shy, affectedly modest.” The Romance of Sir Beues of Hamtoun introduces a bride of that era: “maydens at her first weddying, Wel nyse al þhe first nyht.”—“maiden at her first wedding; well shy on the first night.” And nice didn’t stop there. It also described someone “extravagant” or “flaunting,” particularly in dress.

By the 1500s, nice was gathering new meanings with abandon, acquiring a veneer of respectability when “dainty,” “fastidious,” “refined,” and “too delicate” were added to the list. Thomas More, in Utopia, describes a nice man of the time as “of so nyce and soo delycate a mynde that he settethe nothynge by it”—“of so nice and delicate a mind that he sets nothing by it.” Not that nice had shed its risqué associations altogether. Nice Wanton, a popular morality play that served as sex education for Renaissance teens, graphically lays out the dangers of promiscuity through the warning example of a young woman who dies of the pox—that is, syphilis.

By the seventeenth century nice was in full flower. Shakespeare commandeered it for a variety of uses. In Henry V, for one, nice means “overly refined”: King Henry, wooing Catherine, daughter of France’s monarch, suggests that she—and he—are far superior to the fussy conventions of the French court: “O Kate, nice customs curtsy to great kings…[but] you and I cannot be confined within the weak list of a country’s fashion.” Nice continued to be attached to women of dubious reputation—the “nice wenches” in Love’s Labour’s Lost, for example—but at the same time it was also starting to mean just the opposite: “scrupulous” and “unsullied.” The satirist Jonathan Swift, waxing serious in his tract A Project for the Advancement of Religion and the Reformation of Manners, rails against what he sees as a laxity in the morals of the time: “How comes it to pass that women of tainted reputations find the same countenance and reception in all public places with those of the nicest virtue, who pay and receive visits from them without any manner of scruple?”

But it wasn’t until the latter part of the eighteenth century and the dawn of the Romantic era that nice underwent a thorough laundering, largely shedding its shady past to attach itself to gentler—and more genteel—people and behavior. Now nice was identified with qualities like “tasteful,” “agreeable,” and “pleasing to others.” In the Gothic potboiler The Mysteries of Udolpho—a huge bestseller following its 1794 publication—Ann Radcliffe captures the rosy glow surrounding nice in describing her young heroine: “Lovely as was her person, it was the varied experience of her countenance, as conversation awakened the nicer emotions of her mind, that threw such a captivating grace around her.”

Now we’re entering more familiar territory. Chaucer’s lusty wench has mellowed into a sweet young thing. And nice wasn’t reserved just for ladies of that era: men, too, could revel in its glow. But beware a snake in the grass: for all its newly acquired agreeableness, nice soon had its detractors—as it does to this day. From this point on, the use of nice as “agreeable” and “delightful” is “frequently somewhat derisive,” the OED tells us.

Jane Austen, ever the deft chronicler of social manners, quietly skewers nice in Northanger Abbey. Teasing the impressionable Catherine Morland for calling The Mysteries of Udolpho “the nicest book in the world,” the young clergyman Henry Tilney riffs on nice: “Oh, it is a very nice word, indeed!—it does for everything. Originally, perhaps it was applied only to express neatness, propriety, delicacy, or refinement—people were nice in their dress, in their sentiments, or their choice. But now every commendation on every subject is comprised in that one word.”

And the undoing of nice didn’t stop there. In the two centuries since Northanger Abbey was published, other authors have pilloried the word, not least for the cloying aftertaste that too much niceness leaves. No question, nice invites irony. Charles Dickens wrote to his about-to-be-former boss, the owner of a magazine Dickens had been editing, to say, “I have been clearing off all the rejected articles to-day, and nice work I have had.” Plowing through the manuscripts in the reject pile, any editor will tell you, can be about as “nice” as Dante’s visit to hell.

Still, it took the dawn of the twentieth century to finally drive a stake through nice. In The House of Mirth, Edith Wharton writes of Lawrence Selden, who’s in love with the decidedly unconventional Lily Bart: “There had been a germ of truth in his declaration…that he had never wanted to marry a ‘nice’ girl; the adjective connoting…certain utilitarian qualities which are apt to preclude the luxury of charm.”

So much for the foolish or wanton woman, or the captivating young thing: nice girls circa 1905 were just plain dull. In 1926, the great usage maven H. W. Fowler essentially deleted nice from the list of acceptable adjectives in one stroke when he declared that the word “has been too great a favorite of the ladies, who have charmed out of it all its individuality and converted it into a mere diffuser of vague and mild agreeableness.”

Ouch. Could nice ever recover from such a charge of insipidness? Amazingly, it not only could but did. Admittedly, nice continues to drag along baggage: the ragtag assortment of definitions the word has accumulated through the centuries hasn’t disappeared altogether. And hackneyed expressions like “Have a nice day” and “He’s such a nice guy” haven’t helped nice’s image either. But as we intimated in the introduction, there’s every reason to think nice is regaining favor—in its best iteration, at least. Not the foolish or wanton nice of Chaucer’s day or the saccharine, convention-bound nice that Austen, Dickens, Wharton, and Fowler eviscerated. The new nice is an estimable quality, a cloak of kindness to wrap around ourselves in a cold, cruel world. Something good to be—and good to be around.

But what does it mean to be nice in the twenty-first century? On what basis can we argue that a much-disparaged and seemingly innocuous quality is, in reality, rich in positive meaning? Clearly, just tracing the meanderings of the word doesn’t tell the whole story of what is nice today in people and behavior. Where else should we look?

To philosophy and religion for a start.

Long before we worried about being nice, we worried about being good. For thousands of years, philosophers and spiritual leaders have been asking questions like “What does it mean to be a human being?” and “How should we live?” Every religion and philosophy—every group, in fact—has some code of conduct built in, some definition of what it considers right. If we’re looking for qualities that characterize nice people, virtue—moral excellence—would be a place to start. More than winning ways or a charming smile, virtue is what makes us admirable and upstanding: nice for the long haul, not just for the moment.

But what about that word virtue? I can already hear the groans. For one thing, the word has been co-opted by right-wing extremists to imply righteous, God-fearing, and whatever else they think the rest of us are not. Then, too, for some people virtue talk taps into memories of stern nuns or hellfire preachers threatening eternal damnation for dancing too close at the prom. Even without that sort of baggage, virtue can seem oppressive, an impossible ideal—some standard of behavior that us ordinary mortals couldn’t possibly aspire to. Or wouldn’t want to. “I far prefer silent vice to ostentatious virtue,” Albert Einstein allegedly said. Whether or not he actually said it, the sentiment is widespread. Virtue has a bad reputation, but in truth, it isn’t reserved for the devout or angelic. It couldn’t be more grounded in the here and now. The origin of the word is virtus, Latin for manliness, strength, and worth. At one time, virtue meant valor. Virtue, then, is robust, proactive, teeming with vitality. It’s the kick in the pants that makes us achieve great things and do what’s right. And if we consider the virtues, what are they but qualities like kindness, honesty, and generosity that we find meritorious in people the world over?

So where did our ideas about virtue come from? And when did the good and the nice
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