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If you want to be polite it's a good idea to tone-down gestures when traveling, since you probably won't know all the local customs and mores.
In general, don't point your hand or foot at anyone, or belch, yawn, or fart loudly, unless, of course, you're joining in.

In Thailand it's rude to expose the sole of your shoe or foot to someone, to step over someone, and to touch anyone on the head. In India 
and other places where toilet paper isn't significant to the culture, touching anyone or presenting anything with the left hand will raise more 
than eyebrows.

Western travelers, on the other hand, may be distressed by the tendency of some Arabs in normal conversation to lock unblinking eyes mere 
inches from yours. As noted by American anthropologist Edward T. Hall, this is normal conversational distance for Arabs. (Indeed some 
Arabs believe they can determine reaction to what is being said by looking closely at pupils: if they dilate, you like or approve; if they contract,
you dislike or disapprove.)

In the 1950's Hall pioneered proxemics and kinesics, which are the studies of how people of different cultures use nonverbal signals to
communicate.

Proxemics includes social distances between communicators, and the use of time, smell, touch, space, and territoriality (untouchable space).

Kinesics includes body movement, gestures, facial expression, eye contact, posture, and speaking volume.

Since most people are unaware of their own cultural patterns of nonverbal communication, they are unprepared to deal with the patterns of 
other cultures. This is probably a major cause of misunderstanding between cultures as we interpret each other as rude, pushy, childlike, 
cold, etc., usually not for what is said, but how it is said, and how we act.

Hall's books are required reading for Peace Corps volunteers. Several are listed in the bibliography, and all are helpful for communicating 
with a higher level of understanding. But just being aware of the nonverbal aspects of communication will help. I recommend for travelers to 
be sensitive to the rhythm of ordinary life around them, and to try to get in sync with that rhythm.

This is actually easy as humans have a natural instinct for mimicry. While you don't need to out-Zelig Woody Allen in Zelig (in which he takes 
on the appearance of a Chinese after a few weeks in China), for most Americans slowing-down and getting with the beat of local life is 
essential for absorbing the richness of a foreign culture.

Communicating in Small-Scale, Traditional Societies
In such societies you will be expected to be an envoy from your family. They may ask first and foremost about your family, ask to see 
pictures, ask what they do, etc. You might carry a family photo for such occasions.

With one group I visited it was customary to seek out and individually greet each person in descending order from eldest to youngest, 
including children. This took a few pleasant minutes for a gathering of about twenty. It's probably a good general rule to show respect to 
elders first and foremost.

Understand that you are on their turf. Be polite and gracious. Try to be sensitive and not make snap judgments. It takes years for 
anthropologists to get an accurate feel for what's going on in any society. As a traveler you can't expect to do much more than observe.

I recommend taking it easy with the camera. Pulling out a camera often changes the dynamics of communication for the worse--if not 
eliminating it entirely. Most tourist photography I see is intrusive and a kind of trophy--and it really does take away something. While some 
people don't seem to mind, there may be a larger story beneath the surface smiles and nods.

Many cultures frown upon or prohibit photography. In one village near San Cristóbal de las Casas, Chiapas photographers face a $65 fine,
confiscation of film and camera, and even a night in jail. The villagers' sincere religious beliefs (which are not Catholic) run counter to the 
desires of most tourists. The Tarahumara people of northern Mexico endure a great deal of photography from tourists, but if you ever talk to 
these quiet and shy people privately, you'll find they really don't like it.

If you want someone's photograph don't flash your camera in their unsuspecting face for a quick snap, be a sneak-thief with telephoto, or 
throw candy to children. Instead, approach your subject with all the human warmth and politesse you can muster, register your intent with a 
motion to your camera, and let them know their time and cooperation is a treasure.

If a tip is desired consider the offer with respect, even if you ultimately decline. Sending your subject a beautiful print may be much 
appreciated. Approached correctly, many people will be happy to pose.

As I wrote this I was thinking of someone I met and didn't photograph, a middle-aged woman in fantastic native dress, her smile, beauty, and
dignity.

Song
In New Zealand an older Japanese woman descended from a tour bus and approached Reg, a tall and wild-haired Maori fellow I was 
hitchhiking with, and began singing what sounded like a traditional Japanese song, perhaps of greeting. Then she bowed and smiled, 
returned to her bus, and waved as she zoomed off.

That evening we clinked our beer glasses to toast that wonderful woman. It was our considered opinion that if you have a song to sing, by all 
means, sing it.
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