
Przestrzeń, jako pojęcie, jak nakazuje tradycja naukowa za Kartezjuszem i Newto-
nem, jest zazwyczaj rozumiana jako wymiar fizyczny. Mam zamiar wskazać na aprio-

ryczną strukturę naszego pre-pojmowania przestrzeni. Moim zdaniem najpierw po-
strzegamy przestrzeń inter-personalną, dopiero “później” uczymy się jej fizycznego 

charakteru. W artykule przeciwstawiam nie-osobistą przestrzeń, rozumianą w katego-
riach odległości (w metrach, centymetrach, kilometrach etc.), przestrzeni inter-perso-

nalnej, w którą zaangażowany jest idiolekt “fizycznej odległości”, “bliskości”, “blisko-
ści związków”, “jedności” etc. To rozróżnienie może być zilustrowane przykładami 
konkretnych sytuacji z życia społecznego, gdzie fizyczna odległość ujawnia swój fi-

zyczny sens. By wyjaśnić ten punkt widzenia przeanalizuję trzy typy odległości  w re-
lacjach formalnych, przyjacielskich i miłości. Pokażę, że odległość fizyczna jest two-
rzona nie przez fizyczne miary, lecz przede wszystkim jest kwestią znaków (języka). 
W końcu spróbuję pokazać praktyczne konsekwencje tych różnic w globalizującym 

się świecie i jednoczącej się Europie. Spróbuję wyjaśnić rolę, jaką odgrywają różnice 
kulturowe w tworzeniu jedności między ludźmi i społeczeństwami, rolę komunikacji 
w przezwyciężaniu i tworzeniu przestrzeni między kulturami i osobami oraz wyjaśnię 
zjawisko poczucia “bycia samotnym”, które obecnie staje się coraz bardziej ogarniają-
ce... Moje podejście jest częściowo nowatorskie, jednak w pewnym zakresie wyrasta 

z tradycji zapoczątkowanej i później rozwijanej przez Platona, św. Augustyna, Kanta i 
współczesnych myślicieli takich jak C. G. Jung, M. Eliade, L. Wittgenstein 

i wielu innych. 
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The history of human thought has 
many times discovered and rediscovered 
the psychological importance of interper-
sonal space. This work is not going to enu-
merate names and theories that can have 
represented it. For the aim of this work is 
not historical, it is a systematic one: In this 
paper I would like point to some hidden 
anthropological assumptions of the hu-
man pre-comprehension of the inter-per-
sonal space. I would also like to indicate 
some practical consequences of these an-
thropological assumptions in reference to 
the psychological functioning of the con-
temporary media of remote communica-
tion, such as television, radio, telephone, 
and especially, the Internet. 

This paper focuses on the Internet, 
which contemporarily is the most paradig-
matic media. For the Internet includes the 
possibilities of all hitherto invented me-
dia of remote communication between pe-
ople: it can play the role of telephone, it 
can easily substitute traditional mail (by 
e-mail), newspapers or television or radio. 
Moreover, the Internet has new possibili-
ties - it allows for chatting and interactive 
audio-video conferences. Perhaps in the 
future, the Internet will develop its tech-
nology and it will use some new technolo-
gies and names. But it will remain a multi 

functional medium of communication.

The contemporary proxemics is a fit-
ting point of departure of an investiga-
tion on the meaning of the horizontal spa-
ce, for proxemics well summarizes for-
mer approaches and is very well groun-
ded on observation, experiment, and em-
pirical evidence. Among others, A. Aiello, 
E. T. Hall, M. Knapp, K. Little, A. Mehra-
bian, R. Sommer can be considered groun-
ders of proxemics. 1 Proxemics it is a so-
cio-psychological investigation of mutu-
al relations occurring between the social 
bond (social relation between people) and 
the distance people use to maintain. Hall 
describes four main distances that are em-
ployed in American interactions:2

1. The intimate distance (up to 0.5 me-
tres): for comforting, embracing, or 
whispering. Sometimes for threate-
ning. This distance is usually mainta-
ined between people who are in love: 
between lovers, small children and pa-
rents, etc. 

2. The personal distance: for conversa-
tions among good friends (0.5 to 1.25 
metres) 

3. The social distance for conversations 
among acquaintances and impersonal 
business (1.25 to 3.5 metres)

4. The public distance used for addres-
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sing a crowd, public speaking (more 
than 3.5 metres) 

Analogously, one can speak of intima-
te, personal, social, and public territories. 
They are areas around a person, where in-
timate, personal, social, and public inter-
human relations can be maintained, and 
their proper distance can be preserved.

The innovative value of this paper con-
sists in elucidating hidden philosophical 
assumptions of proxemics, and in detec-
ting some practical consequences of pro-
xemics (especially, the role of media for 
changes in experience of the distance be-
tween people).

1. Some philosophical assumptions 
of proxemics: the bodily component 
in social relations

a. Relativity and universality of proxe-
mics distances

If the interpersonal distance were very 
conventional, one would be able to con-
ceive a convention that would decide that 
the intimate distance is 3 meters and the 
public distance is less than 0.5 m. Yet, 
such examples seem to be absurd. For 
lovers need the vicinity and people who 
make business presentations need more 
distance. Even without such an intention, 
proxemics proves a proof of the thesis of 
analogous universality of the difference 
between the four distances. Although Hall 
and other proxemics writers stress that the 
measure of the distance may vary depen-
ding from cultures,3 their empirical inve-
stigations prove that in all known cultu-
res analogous four distances re-appear. Al-

though the exact measure of the proper di-
stance may be very different in different 
cultures, in all known cultures, the intima-
te distance is smaller than personal distan-
ce, and personal distance is smaller than 
social distance and the public one. In this 
sense, the distinction between intimate, 
personal, social and public distances are 
analogously universal.

Proxemics suggests a couple of princi-
ples that can justify the thesis of the ana-
logous universality of the proper distan-
ce. Let us recall some of them. These prin-
ciples show why the real presence of the 
human body is very important for social 
bonds.

b. Territorial instinct

In order to explain the analogous uni-
versality of the meaning of distance, pro-
xemics, scientists point to the territorial 
instinct of animals. As Vargas points out, 
people as well as animals claim territories 
to protect themselves from invasion. For 
example, in class, students usually choose 
a place and keep it for the rest of the year; 
and if another student sits there, a problem 
may arise. The father usually has a place 
at the table, and other family members do 
not sit there.4 In this sense, the social di-
stance is respecting territories of two per-
sons: When one makes business one sho-
uld respect the territory of the other and 
remain on the borderline of his/her territo-
ry. In the public distance several social ter-
ritories are to be respected (for this distan-
ce appears in assembly) that is why this di-
stance is the longest one.

The social space (distance) has been 
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defined as “an area with invisible boun-
daries surrounding a person’s body into 
which intruders may not come.”5 Only pe-
ople who are friends are allowed to come 
closer. They are allowed to enter “our” ter-
ritory because we trust them. Yet, if an il-
legitimate person violates this distance, 
the individual feels aggression and may 
attack. The personal territory is the mi-
nimum distance that the “human animal” 
allows the other individual to approach 
without intimate intentions. The intima-
te space is needed to preserve the bodily 
integration of the self, to reproduce or to 
contact with one’s own children, etc. The-
refore, the only intimate relations justify 
entering this space.

c. Senses

Another very important principle is de-
termined by the role that senses play for 
the inter-human relations. The kinds of 
sensory involvement that are possible at 
different distances are significant in deli-
miting the kinds of interaction that they 
may be associated with. For example, the 
high level of sensory involvement at inti-
mate distance makes it appropriate for hi-
ghly intimate interactions; a good visibili-
ty by a group indicates that the public di-
stance is to be longer one. Etc.

Notice that to some extent, the pro-
per sensual contact depends from cultu-
re. For example, in some cultures friends 
like to be close enough to smell one ano-
ther: in American culture, friends tend to 
avoid smelling one another and the smell 
contact is rather preserved for very inti-
mate relations. Yet, there are some essen-
tial elements of the sensory involvement 

for some kinds of the social bonds. In or-
der to explain this claim one should inve-
stigate more carefully the anthropological 
assumptions of proxemics.

d. Anthropology of proxemics

Notice that the distinction between and 
the descriptions of the intimate, personal, 
and social distances surprisingly resem-
ble the classical distinction between love, 
friendship, and utility inter-human rela-
tions, as it was already elaborated by clas-
sical philosophy of Plato, Aristotle, and 
their followers. 6 Even if representatives 
of proxemics do not much worry about 
ancient philosophy, their distinctions and 
analyses assume the above distinction.

As classical philosophy shows, the hu-
man body co-constitutes social bonds. The 
space belongs to the body. Therefore, the 
space between people is the bodily ele-
ment that co-constitutes and expresses the 
spiritual relation between people. Let us 
investigate more careful this observation 
in the context of official relations, friend-
ship and love.7

e. Official relations, utility, public life, 
business

In social and public distance, the cor-
poral element is relatively small. Usual-
ly public and social distances are designed 
for business. In business, people aim at 
some use, they collaborate in order to pro-
fit from this collaboration. Their distan-
ce is fixed by the kind of work they do. 
They do not come close than their work 
demands from them. Usually in business, 
people need to hear words of the other and 
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to see the rituals, such as greeting, gesticu-
lations, and involuntary movements (that 
may reveal hidden intentions of the part-
ner). Therefore, the best distance for busi-
ness is 1.25 to 3.5 metres.

The public distance is longer than that 
for practical reasons. This distance occurs 
when an individual communicates to the 
group of people. In such a case, he has to 
stand a bit further in order to be visible to 
all of them.

f. Friendship

  According to the classical philoso-
phy, friendship is a selfless (disinterested) 
concern about personal life and well be-
ing of another person. Friends intend to 
know the feelings and thoughts of each 
other. Therefore, in friendship, communi-
cating is more intensive than in business. 
For in business, communication is needed 
only inasmuch as it is needed for the sake 
of utility. In friendship, communication ta-
kes place for its own sake. Moreover, in 
business, communication is mostly opera-
tional - it concerns the business that is to 
be “done.” In friendship, the very perso-
nal thoughts and feelings are in the focus 
of attention (what is rather not necessary 
in business).

Of course, friendship should respect 
borders of intimacy. Nevertheless, there is 
no friendship without mutual understan-
ding between two people. 

Personal contents are more difficult 
to communicate by words. Therefore, in 
friendship more than in business, words 
need to be accompanied by body langu-

age. In order to communicate very per-
sonal contents, people need to see and to 
hear each other very well. For the perso-
nal contents are communicated not only 
by words. Personal contents primarily are 
expressed by nuances of intonation and 
mimicry. In order to perceive them, one 
needs less distance. This is why the distan-
ce of friendship is closer than in business. 
Proxemics calls it “personal distance.”

g. Love

Typical love relations occur betwe-
en lovers and between parents and chil-
dren. According to classical philosophy, 
love is a very specific kind of friendship. 
Yet, friends do not come so close as lo-
vers. For love assumes unique forms of 
the bodily involvement. As classical phi-
losophy shows, love is a tendency of uni-
fication between two people. In love, one 
has to do with a unique psychic, social, 
and symbolic personal identification with 
the other. In a sense, in love two persons 
become ONE. This interpersonal unity in 
love is expressed and co-constituted by si-
gns that express and co-constitute the one-
ness between people. Culture produces ar-
tificial symbols expressing this oneness 
by the signs of unity: children receive the 
name of their parents; lovers who consti-
tute the family receive their common fa-
mily name, etc. Nevertheless, most decisi-
ve are bodily signs: An intercourse is one 
of the most meaningful natural signs of 
body language that express and co-consti-
tutes the unity between lovers. There are 
also other uniting symbols in body langu-
age, such as embracing or hand in hand 
walking, etc. the spatial vicinity is one 
of the most powerful symbols of the psy-
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chic mutual identification between people. 
That is why the vicinity is so crucial for 
love. For example, sexual love, pregnan-
cy, birth, care about the child are defined 
in terms of concrete bodily expressions 
and actions where spatial proximity is es-
sential. In this sense love assumes that the-
re either has been or is intended a spatial 
proximity and bodily contact between pe-
ople who are in love.

h. „Physical“ versus „spiritual“ space

As proxemics and classical philosophy 
show, the proper distances between people 
are proportional to the level of the psycho-
logical proximity between them: lovers 
are “closer” than friends and friends are 
“closer” than people which whom one ma-
kes business. They are “closer” psycholo-
gically, and at the same time, they usu-
ally are spatially closer. Spatial distan-
ce between human bodies expresses and 
co-constitutes the spiritual distance be-
tween them, and vice versa. Classical an-
thropology and proxemics show that in-
tensive psychic relations indicate less di-
stance. Less intensive psychic relations 
participation indicates more distance. Of 
course, one can find exceptions from this 
rule - for example, so-called “platonic 
love” may put up with the spatial distance. 
Yet, even in such cases, there must be an 
additional reason for that agreement, such 
as, a conflict between that love and other 
commitments, to recall a tragic example of 
Abelard and Eloisa. Yet, in such cases the-
re must be additional reason that is stron-
ger than love. Without it, love tends to-
wards vicinity.

Notice that “space,” as a term, is usu-

ally understood as a physical measure, as 
the Cartesian scientific tradition suggests. 
This paper contrasts physical space -- un-
derstood as a measurement of the distance 
(in meters, centimetres, kilometres, etc.) 
with interpersonal space that involves a 
personal language of  “psychic distan-
ce,” “nearness,” “vicinity,” “unity,” etc. 
This ambiguity of “space” can easily be 
detected in language. For relations that are 
more intimate are called “near” or “close”; 
less intimate relations are called “remote” 
or “far.” The spatial language predicates 
of the very spiritual phenomena.

Spiritual and physical distances express 
and co-constitute each other. People who 
like each other will diminish the distan-
ce between each other. The change in the 
psychic distance can cause the change in 
the type of their relation, and - consequ-
ently - it can change the spiritual distance 
between people. For example, family psy-
chologists dissuade too long parting be-
tween couples, for the distance can cor-
rupt the spiritual vicinity between them. 
On the contrary, the old trick of match-
making is to make people to stay for some 
time at the same place. The closer distance 
often generates love. Etc.

The above remarks should not be un-
derstood in a naïve way that in friend-
ship or love have to have fixed distance 
in all situations. In order to know what is 
the proper distance, one should take in ac-
count many elements of the concrete si-
tuations. One should also remember that 
often non - spatial signs co-constitute spi-
ritual vicinity or distance. For example, 
facial expressions of friendship (frien-
dly smile, etc.) can diminish the spiritu-
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al distance between people and negative 
facial expressions (anger, ironical smile, 
etc.) can create spiritual distance between 
them. For the whole domain of interperso-
nal communication decides about mutual 
participation and the spiritual vicinity be-
tween people. Therefore, it is possible to 
be physically far, yet spiritual close, due 
to the mutual understanding and acceptan-
ce between people.

Yet, some types of inter-human rela-
tions demand physical vicinity. Without 
it, they are imperfect. For example in love 
and in some kinds of friendship, vicinity is 
essential and without it, these relations are 
imperfect and may easily be deformed or 
corrupted. Let us investigate some practi-
cal consequences following from the abo-
ve remarks.

3. Some “geographic” conclusions

a. Necessity of proxemic education

In order to maintain good social rela-
tions, one should take in account cultural 
differences between people in their sensi-
tivity to the space. On the one hand, for a 
good intercultural communication people 
should also be well educated in these dif-
ferences in order to be capable of accom-
modating the distance to the type of sensi-
tivity of their interlocutors that come from 
different cultures. On the other hand, the 
proxemics education should take in acco-
unt the analogous universality of the pro-
xemics rules.

b. Arranging the space: proxemics and 
social bonds

In the context of proxemics, it beco-
mes visible that healthy and well-deve-
loped societies preserve the meaning and 
social function of proxemics distances. 
For without it, some fundamental social 
bonds may be destroyed. Therefore, so-
cieties need to arrange the space in such a 
way that the proper distance between pe-
ople can be maintained.8

For official relations, there should exist 
and be accessible places where people can 
preserve a sufficient distance to make bu-
siness (offices, shops, etc) or to perform 
other public roles. The friendly distance is 
to be preserved in pubs and other public 
places, where friends can talk in a partial 
isolation from the others and in the distan-
ce that is proper for friendship in a give 
culture. Finally, cultures should generate 
stereotypes that help for the physical inti-
macy to express love.

The very measure of the distance much 
depends from culture. Yet, when the di-
stance is fixed, the society should arrange 
places where the proper distances can be 
performed. When it is not the case, it usu-
ally is a symptom of a crisis and causes a 
deficit of some type of the social bond.

For example, totalitarian regimes usu-
ally either directly or indirectly act aga-
inst public places where people can meet 
and talk. For such places were conside-
red being sources of an independent tho-
ught. Perhaps it is not an accident that for 
example in Poland during the former regi-
me, friendship moved home, towards the 
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intimate area of a family that could not be 
infiltrated by a government. Pubs usually 
were considered being places for drinkers, 
who did not want to go home. Due to this 
reason (at least in some regions of Poland) 
up to now we have the unwritten rule that 
if someone has never been invited home, 
that means that he/she is probably not con-
sidered being a good friend. It is not an ac-
cident that after the political breaks in the 
eighties, people increasingly have learned 
the habit of meeting and talking at the pu-
blic places, and the above “unwritten rule” 
is disappearing. The “explosion” of such 
places may be a proof of this thesis. Ana-
logously, it is usually a symptom of a pro-
cess of pauperization of intimate inter-hu-
man relations, when intimacy ceases indi-
cating love or when lovers do not need in-
timacy.9 For example, contemporary di-
scos for many people plays the role of a 
substitute of real intimacy. Of course, the-
re are manifold reasons why people attend 
discos (my reason is to dance). But pro-
bably one of the most popular (although 
not clearly expressed) motives is a sensa-
tion of intimacy. As the discos are usual-
ly crowded, people touch and hobnob with 
each other. They feel together. But this to-
getherness is not real. It is just a feeling. 
The discos deliver a feeling of vicinity wi-
thout indicating the “rest.” In this sense, 
discos play the role of illusion or surrogate 
of real intimacy between people (as I said 
it is not the only one social functions that 
the discos play).

Notice that the proxemics distance is a 
dynamic reality. For example, when offi-
cial relations turn to be friendly, the di-
stance should become shorter. This is why 
very often in their office prudent negotia-

tors besides a large desk that magnifies the 
distance between them and their custo-
mers, have also a small table that shorten 
the distance for those negotiations that as-
sume a more friendly atmosphere.

c. Proxemics and media

Culture educates people in many ways. 
One of the most powerful tools of such 
education is the media of remote commu-
nication. For media show patterns of pro-
per behavior and media modify our sense 
of the distance. Many authors have alre-
ady criticized the former influence of me-
dia. This paper section is to explain the la-
ter one.

The thesis of this paper is obviously not 
against media. They can play many positi-
ve roles for all kinds of inter-human rela-
tions. Primarily in business-relations, the 
web-chats or videoconferences can even 
be better than real meetings that assu-
me transport and other discomforts. For 
friendship and love, media can also be 
very helpful. Yet they cannot substitute all 
essential elements of friendship and love. 
And this is the point of this section.

In friendship the sense of hearing is 
crucial. For in friendship people com-
municate thoughts, feelings and attitu-
des. First of all, they talk; they mainly use 
the auditive channel of their communica-
tion. This is why sometimes the telephone 
conversation is sufficient for friendship. 
Yet, notice that not the only verbal con-
cepts are communicated in friendship. For 
example facial expression and the intona-
tion is the main medium of communica-
ting the subjective contents, which are the 
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most characteristic contents of communi-
cation in friendship. This is probably why 
in the new Internet chatting language the-
re have been developed signs that attempt 
to substitute facial expressions. Moreover, 
the ultimate meaning of the words (writ-
ten or spoken) depends from body langu-
age - mimicry, gestures or nuances of into-
nation. Usually, body language interprets 
the meaning of words. For example, facial 
expression, posture, gesticulation and nu-
ances of intonation ultimately decide of 
the meaning of words.10 

Due to the quality of sound and vision 
the contemporary media of communica-
tion loose a lot of non-verbal information. 
And this surely is their shortcoming.

Of course, if we can have a good qu-
ality sound and vision in the videoconfe-
rence, we can easily have an illusion of a 
real meeting. Yet even in such a case, me-
dia cannot substitute all essential elements 
of friendship. For some bodily expres-
sions assume the direct bodily contact. 
For example, shaking hands or patting 
on the shoulder, may be very important in 
friends’ communication. Moreover, there 
is no electronic sign that can effectively 
substitute the real presence of the other.

Vicinity and real presence of another 
person is even more necessary in love 
than in friendship. All lovers experience 
it, when they travel and miss the beloved 
person by calling, chatting or video-con-
ferencing.  It is so, because media cannot 
substitute the real living presence of ano-
ther person.

First, media cannot cause sensation of 

the real presence. Media can only cause 
some sensations (vision, voice) of the pre-
sence of another person. But media can-
not (yet) generate multi dimensional expe-
rience of the real presence of another per-
son including all sensations (such as touch 
or smell, for example). 

Yet, one can imagine that one day, 
we will be able to generate all such sen-
sations. But - as it seems - even in such 
a case, the real meeting of people will 
much differ from a virtual one. And this 
is the second point: For the very knowled-
ge about the virtuosity of the meeting will 
create an essential emotional difference 
between virtual and real meetings betwe-
en people. Most probably, people who co-
uld make such remote “conferences” wo-
uld still like to meet each other (if they 
love each other). The only people who 
were deceived and not aware about illuso-
ry character of such vicinity, he/she would 
be happy with it. Persons who were awa-
re about the physical distance would still 
miss and tend towards a real meeting with 
the beloved person.

Yet one never knows if lovers will al-
ways prefer real meetings than the virtu-
al ones, where sensations are reinforced 
and purified. Notice that is such cases, one 
will also be capable of modifying the sen-
sations perceived by the other. For exam-
ple, one can improve one’s own outlook. 
Will then people prefer meeting artificial 
images in a virtual reality to real meetings 
with imperfect real human beings? It se-
ems that such possibilities may be very at-
tractive.11 Yet if it happens that would also 
be an essential change in the meaning of 
love. Love would be substituted by some-
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thing else that is similar to love and that 
could also be very noble and beautiful but 
it would not be love in the sense that we 
understand it today. For there is essential 
difference in loving a virtual illusion and 
loving a real person.12

At the moment, such investigations re-
ach out of real technical possibilities and 
can be postponed for unknown future. 
Yet this imaginary example helps to un-
derstand that the real bodily presence of 
the other person is an aprioric assumption 
of love.

But if concerning the present situation, 
one already can have an impression that 
sometimes the Internet substitutes perso-
nal meetings. For example, many people 
prefer the Internet chats than talking to 
their friends; many people look for love in 
the Internet instead of noticing it around 
them in reality, etc. Beyond ethical dan-
gers out coming from anonymity and irre-
sponsibility of the Internet expression, one 
should also mention the psychic consequ-
ences of such a situation.

As it has been mentioned, audio-visu-
al media can be effective in these forms 
of communication where the bodily pre-
sence is not crucial: for business and for 
official relations. But in love and friend-
ship they may evoke unhealthy proces-
ses, similar to some forms of neurosis, 
where the body is neglected and suppres-
sed. A wrong use of media in communi-
cation can lead towards the corruption for 
the sensitivity for the real presence (obec-
nosc, Dabaeisein) of another being (hu-
man and non-human), towards a lack of 
capacity of livingly experiencing real pre-

sence of another person. This can easi-
ly corrupt the content of love and friend-
ship. These are not fictional dangers. Alre-
ady now, there is a well-known psycholo-
gical symptom of some children who very 
often play computer games. Sometimes 
they have problems in distinguishing real 
beings from virtual ones. Sometimes they 
ask - is it real or virtual? If the perception 
of reality is modifiend in such a way, there 
is no experiential difference between whe-
ther one has friends constructed by a com-
puter program or real ones (similarly to a 
very personal attitude of some people to-
wards virtual pets). This process can be 
called a “de-corporating” or “a-corpore-
ating” interpersonal relations. Perhaps this 
can to some extend explain (but not justi-
fy) cruel murders committed by teenagers, 
who seem to do it without mean intentions 
or unbelievable waste of time of many va-
luable people who prefer endless chatting 
with unknown people instead of going for 
a walk with their friend…

Of course, the dangers mentioned abo-
ve do not have to take place. For avoiding 
it, one has among others to understand and 
experience that the human body is a con-
stitutive element of the human person and 
of the inter-human relations. Unfortunate-
ly, since many years we can witness a tre-
mendous success of dualistic visions of 
men, where the human body is the only 
a “tool,” a “something.”13 Such concep-
tions reinforce a virtual experiencing re-
ality. They are often indirectly expres-
sed or have some other labels. Yet, they 
can easily be identified by their assump-
tion that the body is the only “means” of 
our actions; it is not a person. Consequen-
tly, the body is not a value. Therefore one 



Jan Franciszek Jacko - Jagiellonian University Proxemics, Anthropology and the Internet

can freely and without any limits manipu-
late the human body or neglect its role for 
establishing social bonds. Such a dualistic 
standpoint has many shapes and names 
and has become an object manifold criti-
cism.14 Yet, in spite of it, the dualistic vi-
sion of the human being remains being at-
tractive for many thinkers and managers 
of culture.

Proxemics shows that the human body 
co-constitutes social bonds. Empirical evi-
dences of proxemics purport the thesis of 
the psychophysical unity of the human be-
ing. Proxemics shows that human beings 
are their bodies. This is in turn the ultima-
te reason why the human body is involved 
into the constitution of the most personal 
social bonds.
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(Footnotes)

1 For some readings on proxemics, see: Aiello, John R. (1987) Human Spatial Beha-
vior. In: Stokols, D. & Altman I. (eds.) Handbook of Environmental Psychology. 
New York: John Wiley & Sons. Argyle, M. & Dean, J.  (1965) Eye-Contact, Distan-
ce and Affiliation. Sociomety, Vol. 28: 289-304. Burgoon, J., Buller, D., & Woodall, 
W. (1989) Nonverbal Communication: The Unspoken Dialog. New York: Harper & 
Row. Davis, L. (1990) Where do we stand? Health 5: 34-36. Hall, E. T. (1959) The 
Silent Language. Garden City, NY: Doubleday. Hall, E. T. [1963] A system for the 
notation of proxemic behavior. In: American Anthropologist 65(5): 1003-27. Hall, 
E. T. (1966) The Hidden Dimension. New York: Doubleday. Hall, E.T. [1968] Pro-
xemics. In: Current Antropology 9(2/3): 83-109. Iacobucci, D. & Wasserman, S. 
(1988) A General Framework for the Statistical Analysis of Sequential Dyadic Inte-
raction Data. In: Psychological Bulletin, 103: 379-390. Kendon, A. (1990) Conduc-
ting Interaction: Patterns of Behavior in Focused Encounters. Cambridge Universi-
ty Press, Cambridge, UK. Patterson, M. (1983) Nonverbal Behavior: A Functional 
Perspective. New York: Springer-Verlag. Sommer, R. (1979) Personal space. Engle-
wood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall. Vargas, M. (1986) Louder than words. Ames, IA: Iowa 
State University Press.

2 Some definitions of proxemics by E. T. Hall: „... the study of how man unconscio-
usly structures microspace- the distance between men in the conduct of daily trans-
actions, the organization of space in his houses and buildings, and ultimately the lay-
out of his towns.“ (Hall, 1963, p. 1003) „... the study of the ways in which man gains 
knowledge of the content of other men’s minds through judgments of behavior pat-
terns associated with varying degrees of [spatial] proximity to them.” (Hall, 1964, p. 
41) “... the interrelated observations and theories of man’s use of space as a speciali-
zed elaboration of culture.” (Hall, 1966, p. 1) “... the study of man’s transactions as 
he perceives and uses intimate, personal, social and public space in various settings 
while following out of awareness dictates of cultural paradigms.” (Hall, 1974, p. 2)

3 Proxemics takes in account differences in the distance that people from different cul-
tures maintain from one another. For example, the British keep further apart than 
the French. North Americans may feel physical discomfort when someone does not 
keep the proper distance from them; and this feeling may be aggravated considerably 
if the person they feel is „too close“ is of the opposite sex. Hall also mentions that 
some English expressions such as „get your face out of mine“ and „he shook his fist 
in my face“ show how important body boundaries are for Americans. By contrast, 
the Costa Rican expression, „I don‘t bite“ shows the discomfort people from this 
culture feel when others are too far from them. Hall affirms that the use of intimate 
distance is not proper in public places in the United States. However, this distance is 
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common among members of other cultures (e.g. Latin Americans and Arabs). Nydel 
mentions that for Arabs it is normal to stay close to and touch strangers; the distan-
ces they keep in ordinary social conversation are the same as what Westerners use 
in intimate conversations. People from other cultures such as North Americans and 
British normally offer an excuse if they touch a stranger. See: Nydell, M. (1987) Un-
derstanding Arabs. Yarmouth, Maine: Intercultural Press Inc.

 Researchers (e.g., Hall 1959; Vargas 1986) identify high-contact cultures such as 
Arabs, Latin Americans, Greeks, Turks, French, and Italians, who usually keep small 
distances among them; and low-contact cultures “stand further apart,” like the Chi-
nese, Japanese, Thai, Germans, Dutch, and North Americans (Vargas 1986: 106).

4 Vargas 1986

5 Sommer 1979: 26.

6 There are many texts that can be considered being classical in this mater. Let us recall 
just two of them: Aristotle‘s Nicomachean Ethics; Plato’s Symposion.

7 Usually the three types of social relations (business, friendship and love) are not iso-
lated. Often in official relations we make friends, good friends sometimes become 
lowers, and often lowers become good friends, etc… Yet, the diffusion of these rela-
tions does not indicate that they are not different.

8 There are public territories or places anybody can enter, like restaurants; home territo-
ries in which entrance is restricted to members, such as fraternities or sororities; in-
teraction territories or areas where people meet informally such as a lounge or the lo-
cal gym; and body territories or the space used by ourselves (Leather 1978).

9 A more striking example of pauperization of intimacy is in some European countries 
with warmer weather the „mode“ of making love in public places (such as squares 
or beaches). Of course, it is possible that due to some circumstances, vicinity has 
nothing to do with love. For example, a massage in principle has nothing to do with 
sex. Yet, there must always be an additional reason for that situation, such as medical 
reasons or cultural habits. When this motive disappears, vicinity and touch in mas-
sage can easily turn towards its aprioric meaning. For example, this can be a reason 
why often public houses are called „massage“ salons.

10 The rule of visibility in talks has exceptions. Notice that sometimes telephone talks 
are better than real meetings. In telephone conversations, there is an isolation of vi-
sual data. Due to the absence of the visibility, one can easier concentrate on the 
words, intonation etc. Moreover, due to the absence of the visual presence of the 
other, sometimes in telephone talks, shame or stress decreases. Notice that the old 
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invention of the confessionals in Catholic Churches do the same - they help to com-
municate by decreasing a mutual visibility between the confessor and the confessing 
person. Yet this does not alter the fact that friends prefer meeting to distantness.

11 Yet, at the moment such possibilities are just a matter of a fiction. At the moment, the 
possibility of „making love“ in a special Internet chat-room still belongs to a fanta-
sy. But theoretically it is possible that a computer can transmit stimuli responsible 
for the sexual excitement. As a matter of fact, some experimental approaches of this 
sort have already taken place.

12 The aprioric sense of love could be preserved, when Internet were not experienced as 
medium quod but as medium quo (to recall medieval scholastic distinction). If one 
experiences it to be a „teleportation machines“ that do bring people together. Yet, in 
such a case the sense of the physical space would be corrupted: illusion of the vici-
nity would achieve the status of reality.

13 As Herbert McCabe notices that „the dualistic view of man, which has been such a 
constant temptation to Western philosophy, pictures a self inside the body and using 
it rather as an announcer inside a radio station uses the mechanism at his command 
to deliver messages to the outside world.“ H. McCabe (1966) The Validity of Abso-
lutes, “Commonweal” 14: 434.

14For example, McCabe notices that „The human body is not ... a medium but a source 
of significance, and this distinguishes it radically (substantially) from other things. ... 
As the Thomist said, human life is the substantial form of the body, that which ma-
kes it what it is; or, as Wittgenstein put it, ‚The best picture of the soul is the body.‘ 
... Without a body I am absent ?? this is what happens to the dead.“ Ibidem, p. 434. 
McCabe observes that even our secret (i.e., never expressed) thoughts “are defined 
by reference to some bodily activity and, secondly, they derive their moral value 
from the value of such bodily behaviour.” He notes that love too is not comprehen-
sible without taking in account its bodily expressions: “The human body is definiti-
ve of love ... in order to explain the meaning of ‘love’ you have to describe some bo-
dily activities.” Ibidem, p. 435.


