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The Importance  
of Courtesy  
By Steve Horton 
   “Please” and “Thank You.”  
    Most of us learned to say these words at an 
early age— or should have. They were among 
the childhood lessons we received from our 
parents and other elders; a means of learning 
to get along with others.  
    Kenneth Clark, wrapping up his 
examination of Western Civilization, said that 
one of his core beliefs was the importance of 
courtesy, describing it as “the ritual by which 
we avoid hurting other people’s feelings by 
satisfying our own egos.”  
    While no saint when it comes to consistent 
practice, I would second the notion that good 
manners serves as a vital underpinning to a 
civil society, certainly to one in which ‘we the 
people’ have (or can have) an active role in 
public affairs and decision-making.  
    Courtesy, I would add, is both an extension 
and expression of empathy—of attempting to 
imagine ourselves in the other person’s shoes, 
even when that person seems by appearance 
and behavior much different than us. It’s a 
variation of the Golden Rule: “Be polite to 
others as we would have others be polite to 
us.”  

    I think it’s safe to say that most of us want 
to be treated with respect, if not overt 
kindness, and that we feel our dignity should 
not be trampled upon or our importance and 
value as an individual treated as no great 
matter.  
    Robert Kennedy, in a speech given the day 
after Martin Luther King was assassinated, 
said as much with these words:  
    “But we can perhaps remember—if only 
for a time—that those who live with us are 
our brothers, that they share with us the same 
short moment of life, that they seek—as do 
we— nothing but the chance to live out their 
lives in purpose and in happiness, winning 
what satisfaction and fulfillment that they 
can.”  
    This vision of empathy is challenging. 
Differences can become personal; the heat of 
emotion too often overwhelms better 
behavior. It’s a natural reflex to respond to 
rudeness with rudeness or greet insult with 
insult. Plus, truth be told, it’s easier to 
disregard, demean, degradate, or even 
demonize someone who does not look like us, 
or share the same customs, or hold similar 
views.  
    And, sadly enough, even as a youngster is 
instructed on good manners, they can be 
learning other, less laudable lessons: 
prejudice, bigotry, and suspicion and fear of 
‘the other.’  
    In that speech by Kennedy, entitled “The 
Mindless Menace of Violence,” he pointed to 



this social legacy that has been passed on 
from one generation to the next.  
    “For when you teach a man to hate and to 
fear his brother, when you teach that he is a 
lesser man because of his color or his beliefs 
or the policies that he pursues, when you 
teach that those who differ from you threaten 
your freedom or your job or your home or 
your family, then you also learn to confront 
others not as fellow citizens but as enemies—
to be met not with cooperation but with 
conquest, to be subjugated and to be mastered.  
    “We learn, at the last, to look at our 
brothers as alien, alien men with whom we 
share a city, but not a community, men bound 
to us in common dwelling, but not in a 
common effort. We learn to share -- only a 
common fear -- only a common desire to 
retreat from each other -- only a common 
impulse to meet disagreement with force.”  
    The late senator, who fell victim to the 
“mindless menace” not long after those 
remarks, gave them during a time of extreme 
contention and passionate disagreement and in 
the midst of a campaign where the discourse 
had turned quite uncivil, in fact often ugly; 
when political insults and fearmongering were 
in full tilt; and with compromise, shared 
purpose, and good manners in short supply.  

    Well, as they say, “It’s déjà vu all over 
again.”  
     Our current election season, with the 
partisan intensity at high pitch, seems to be 
turning into an unrestrained brawl— hardly 
that ideal of self-government we, as a nation, 
like to hold up as a model.  
    This, alone, would be a concern. But when 
we combine it with the COVID-19 pandemic 
and all of the disagreement that this disease 
has caused among the citizenry and how 
government should handle it—the fear of 
infection felt by many, a dismissive shrug by 
others, the battleground fought over, of all 
things, whether or not to wear a face mask 

when we’re out and about in public—then it’s 
understandable to feel our world is “going to 
hell in a hand basket.”  
     Kenneth Clark, in his historical 
examination, noted that “…it is a lack of 
confidence, more than anything else, that kills 
a civilisation. We can destroy ourselves with 
cynicism and disillusion, just as effectively as 
bombs.”  
    To illustrate this point, he offered some 
lines by the Irish poet W.B. Yeats, from 
‘Slouching Towards Bethlehem’, a poem I 
was already familiar with. There’s one line 
from it that I think relates to our current 
situation, as it has previously in our history.  
    “Things fall apart: the centre cannot hold.”  
     I might add, “while the extremes are 
ascendant.  
    The harsh rhetoric we’re hearing may 
embolden and serve the purposes of the 
partisan warriors on both sides of the political 
and cultural spectrum; however, it puts our 
civil and democratic society at peril—
although ‘peril’ may be an overdramatic 
characterization. At the very least, it strains 
our social fabric and damages those threads 
that connect us— each to each and each to all.  
     God knows, it’s easy enough to feel 
cynical and disillusioned in troubled times; 
easy enough to surrender to fear, or lack 
confidence in a better tomorrow, or even 
dance to the tune of an extreme and follow 
that piper.  
     But there is also the strength of a helping 
hand, of the shoulder to lean on, and of 
banding together to complete a task or reach a 
goal. While we celebrate individual initiative, 
and rightly so, the co-operative spirit found in 
a husking bee in earlier times and a Go Fund 
Me page nowadays has also been noteworthy 
and part of our national character.  
     It’s a strength gained through empathy, that 
imaginative act of realizing the value of 
others, and from embracing the importance of 
courtesy and expressing with a “Please” and 
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“Thank You” the gratitude of life’s pleasures 
and gifts. 
   Steve Horton is the editor-publisher of the 
Fowlerville News & Views, a mid-Michigan 
weekly newspaper. 
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