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GUIDEBOOK OF BASIC ETIQUETTE 
 

Consolidated from multiple volumes of books on etiquette 

from the 19th to early 20th century. 

 

 
 

GENERAL CONDUCT 
 

1. Never interrupt a person who is speaking. If the speaker is rambling incessantly and 

you must speak or reply, modestly gesture, such as raise a hand no higher than your 

shoulder, and wait for the speaker to conclude. Likewise, if you are speaking and 

someone gestures, you must stop speaking promptly and let the gesturing person 

speak. 

 

2. Never whisper, especially in company. Whispering is extremely rude.  

 

3. Two individuals should never converse in a foreign language if the third cannot 

understand that language. Always speak in the language that all three understand. If 

you must speak in a foreign language in the presence of one who does not 

understand it, beg the person’s forgiveness first before commencing and explain that 

it is only out of necessity that you do so. 

 

4. Do not cover the lips with a hand while talking. Never cover the mouth while 

talking. If you must cover the mouth for any reason, you should not be talking at the 

same time. 

 

5. Women should not cross their legs at the knees. Cross instead at the ankles.  

 

6. When sitting in a seat, never perch at the edge of the chair.  
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7. Do not lean all the way back or recline in the chair. This looks very ungraceful. Sit 

in the center of the seat in a sold, balanced manner. Note also that hands folded on 

your lap will indicate propriety and respect. Arms and hands resting on the chair’s 

armrest indicate authority. 

 

8. When a man and a woman are dining out, the woman always sits at the seat with her 

back to the wall or the seat that looks out toward the room. However, if the man and 

woman are not on a romantic outing, but rather it is a professional setting and the 

man is either much older than the woman or much higher ranked than her, then he 

will take the “seat of honor,” or the one with his back to the wall or looking out 

toward the room. 

 

9. After a date or romantic outing, it is the man’s responsibility to drive the woman 

home or if taking a cab, then to share the cab with her and see her back to her place 

and then split the cab fee with her or pay it in full himself. It is his responsibility to 

see her home safely. 

 

 
 

INTRODUCTIONS & GREETINGS 
 

10. Between a man and a woman, the man is introduced to the woman first. [Ex. 

"Martha, this is Bob, my colleague. Bob, Martha."] 

 

11. However, if the woman is much higher ranked than the man or is much older than 

the man, then introduce the woman to the man. [Ex. "Bob, may I introduce you to 

Granny Smith. Granny Smith, this is Bob."] 

 

12. Also, if the man is the President, a Cardinal, or sovereign of a nation, then introduce 

the woman to the man. [Ex. "Mr. President, I have the honor to present Mrs. Jones 

from Chicago."] 

 

13. When both are men or both are women, the younger is presented to the elder. [Ex. 

"May I introduce you to Big Betty. Big Betty, please meet Little Betty." or "Little 

Betty, may I present Big Betty."] 

 

14. When both are men of equal stations or women of equal stations, then when you are 

with company and encounter or meet new company, introduce the new company to 

the present company first. [Ex. You are walking with Martha. The two of you see 

your friend Jane. "Martha, this is Jane. Jane, please meet Martha."] 
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15. Do not introduce someone with the descriptive "my friend." Doing so implies that 

the other persons present are not your friend. You may use "my mother," "my sister," 

"my cousin," "my neighbor" or describe the person by title, place of residence, etc. 

 

16. After the introduction, the one who is introduced should make the first remark. [Ex. 

You have introduced Bob to Martha with "Martha, this is Bob, my colleague. Bob, 

please meet Martha." After that, Bob should make the first remark to Martha, such as 

"How do you do, Martha?"] 

 

17. The man never offers a handshake to a woman, unless she extends her own hand 

first. 

 

18. If you meet up with a familiar face while walking in a public area, such as a street, 

after the greeting, promptly walk together to continue the conversation. Do not stop 

in the middle of the street or block foot traffic to talk. The man should turn from his 

original path to follow the woman's path. The younger should turn from her original 

path to follow the elder's path. If of equal stations, either may offer. [Ex. "Which 

way are you going? I'm in no hurry today. Let me follow you for a bit."] 

 

19. Always address with proper titles first and let the other person, if he is less formal, 

invite you to call him by his name. [Ex. Always address with Colonel, Judge, Pastor, 

Bishop, Doctor, or Professor. Only when that person has said to you, "Please, call 

me John" may you call him by name rather than by title.] 

 

20. Always address someone who is visibly older than you with "Mr." or Ms." Only if 

that person invites you to call by first name may you do so. [Ex. Upon first meeting 

Jane Doe, who is clearly your elder, you say, "Nice to meet you, Ms. Doe." Only 

after she says, "Please, call me Jane." may you call her Jane from then on.] 

 

21. Never make a critical or negative comment about someone's dress or appearance. 

Only positive comments or compliments are permitted. If the person is still in 

pajamas in public, looks exhausted, has not put on her makeup that morning, has 

dark circle under his eyes, or has a stain on his face, never mention this or point it 

out. Doing so is in very bad form. If, however, the person is wearing a lovely dress 

that day, you may comment on the dress. [Ex. "What a lovely dress you have on 

today!"] It is not even permissible to joke lightly about a person's dress or 

appearance if doing so could in any way be construed in a critical or negative way. 

 

22. Never complain in public. It is unbecoming. If you are cold, fix it. You may at most 

ask for a sweater, but do not repeatedly whine about it. If food is not to your liking, 

merely nibble at it and should anyone ask about the taste, smile politely and point 

out any merit you can find about it. You do not need to finish the meal if it is not to 

your liking, but there is no need to express it your companions, especially if they are 

enjoying themselves. 
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23. Men must take careful note: In professional settings, do not stand any closer than 

one arm's length from a woman. Any closer and you risk insensitivity of her personal 

space. Be hyper-observant of her cues. If she continues to step backward away from 

you, then stop taking steps forward.  

 

 

 
 

 

HOSTED DINNERS 
 

24. When you are hosting guests at your house for dinner, you must always begin a 

casual dinner with soup and if the dinner is more formal, first with hors d'oeuvres 

then followed by a course of soup. When you are hosting, always send the soup 

course to every guest. There is no need to ask whether they would like a helping. It 

is assumed that all guests will receive soup. It is your obligation as a host to ensure 

that the soup will be one that is palatable to all invited guests. 

 

25. As a guest, it is very bad form to reject the soup from your host. If you absolutely 

cannot drink it, just toy at it in a low-key, unobtrusive manner. 

 

26. Eat soup from the side of the spoon, and never from the point of the spoon. Never 

put the entire end of the spoon in your mouth. You should only sip from the spoon. 

 

27. To finish the remaining bits of soup, dip the bowl away from you and toward the 

table slightly to coax the soup onto your spoon. Never dip the bowl toward you. 

 

28. Never blow on your soup to cool it. Stir the soup gently or wait until it cools. In fact, 

never blow on your food, period. If it is too hot, wait until it cools and instead, join 

in on the dinner conversations. 

 

29. Never make any noises while drinking soup. It is very vulgar. 
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30. When a platter is offered to you directly, take something from the platter first before 

passing to the next guest. Do not immediately pass it on to another guest without 

taking anything from the platter. It is only proper to accept a little bit from that 

platter before passing it on. If you do not, it is considered rude to the person who 

offered you the platter to begin with. 

 

31. The proper order of courses for a hosted dinner is as follows: 

a. Soup 

b. Fish 

c. Roast or the Entrée  

d. Salad 

e. Dessert 

f. After-dinner coffee should at least be offered to guests. It is proper for a guest 

to refuse the coffee if she does not wish to have any. 

 

32. If it is a very formal dinner, then the order of courses is as follows: 

a. Hors d'oeuvres 

b. Soup 

c. Fish 

d. Entrée  

e. Roast 

f. Salad 

g. Dessert 

h. Coffee 

 

33. At very formal or ceremonious dinners, begin the hors d'oeuvres with a tiny bit of 

caviar on toast.  

a. Following the caviar should be some fruit offerings, such as melons, peaches, 

or strawberries arranged in an aesthetically pleasing manner. 

b. Then comes oysters on the half shell or clams. 

c. Then a clear soup. 

d. Then a fish. The fish can be minced or accompanied by dainty potatoes. 

Olives, salted almonds, and relishes should be passed around or set at the table 

at this time. 

e. Then comes the entree. At a very fine dinner, there will be first an entree and 

then a second course, a roast. The roast may be turkey, beef, mutton, or lamb, 

with some vegetables served on the side. 

f. Then a salad. Salads should be served with salad cheese and some crackers. 

g. Then dessert. 

h. Then after-dinner coffee. 

i. Cheese and toasted crackers should be placed on the table when the after-

dinner coffee is served, so that guests may take some should they wish to, 

though the cheese and crackers are not a formal course. 
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34. Note that in contemporary times, it is now proper to serve the salad as an earlier 

course before the entrée rather than a later course after.  

 

35. If multiple wines are served, white wine must be served before red wines. Hold 

white wines by the stem of the glass only. You may hold red wines by the cup. 

 

36. As a host, you must make sure the entire dinner table is cleared before dessert is 

served. Then the dessert should be entirely cleared from the table before after-dinner 

coffee is served. 

 

37. As a guest, if you have allergies or dietary restrictions, you may leave the food on 

your plate but never under any circumstances remark at the table about your allergies 

or dietary restrictions and under no circumstances should you request alternative 

foods from what is being served. If you have allergies or dietary restrictions, you 

must let the host know in advance of the dinner. Do not wait until the dinner to make 

such points known. If you have not done so in advance, it is your own fault and your 

conduct at the table should be such that no one leaves knowing you even had any 

allergies or dietary restrictions. 

 

38. It is highly impolite to question or remark to another guest about his or her uneaten 

food. Never make mention of how little or how much a guest has eaten. Thus, if you 

see a guest who has left an entire side dish untouched, it could be that she has certain 

dietary restrictions that she does not want to make known. You should keep your 

observation to yourself and absolutely make no mention of it at all.  

 

39. As a guest, if you simply do not like the food or it does not appear appetizing as a 

matter of taste, you still must take at least a few nibbles and make a good faith 

attempt to try some of it. Do not leave food completely untouched on your plate 

unless you have allergies or dietary restrictions. 

 

40. It is proper to bring the host a small gift, but never a gift that the host is obligated to 

use that evening. Do not bring a wine unless you have asked the host for permission 

in advance or the wine is not intended for consumption that evening. It is best to 

bring gifts that are not intended to be used or opened that same night and certainly 

nothing the host feels obligated to present at the dinner table. 

 

41. If the host gives a toast and stands up, you must stand up also. Do not sit back down 

until the host is seated again. 
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42. The host should make sure that the food is always served to guests from the left side 

of the guest, and that dishes are taken away from the right side of the guest. 

 

43. Always taste the food before adding salt or pepper to the food. It is extremely rude to 

the host to add salt or pepper to food before you have tasted it. 

 

44. When another guest asks for either the salt or the pepper alone, still pass both salt 

and pepper shakers together. This is so no shaker gets orphaned. Salt and pepper 

shakers should always remain together. 

 

45. When passing food around the table, always pass from left to right. If it would cause 

you to reach over another guest, then the platter is too far from you and you must not 

get it yourself. Instead, request the nearest guest to pass that platter to you. 

 

46. Never intercept a pass. When a platter is en route specifically after a request from 

one guest to another, you should not pluck anything off the platter until the platter 

has been passed directly to the requesting guest. (Ex. Sally says, “John, please pass 

the potatoes.” John sits to your left and Sally sits to your right. When John passes the 

potatoes to you to pass to Sally, you must pass it on directly to Sally without taking 

any potatoes. If you would like some potatoes, wait until after Sally has taken.) Once 

the requesting guest has taken his or her portion, only then may you request the 

platter to be passed to you to take your portion. 

 

47. Always use the serving utensils to serve food onto your plate. Never use your 

personal utensils. 

 

 
 

TABLE SETTING & PRESENTATION 
 

48. Formal dinners are always scheduled at 7:00 pm, 7:30 pm, or 8:00 pm. 

 

49. Formal dinner settings must always include tablecloth that hang almost to the floor 

at the corners. Lay the tablecloth straight on the table, not at an angle. The angled 

tablecloth is immodest. 

 

50. For breakfast, luncheon, and informal suppers, placemats may be used in lieu of 

tablecloths. 

 

51. Centerpiece should be placed at the very center of the table. 
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52. If the table is square, place 4 candlesticks at the 4 corners of the table, about halfway 

between the center and the edge of the table. If the table is a long rectangle, place 2 

candlesticks at each end, halfway between the center and the shorter edge of the 

rectangle. However, in daylight hours, it is improper to have candlesticks on the 

table while dining. 

 

53. The large dinner plate is set at the center directly in front of each guest's seat at the 

table. On top of the large dinner plate is a smaller setting plate. The setting plate is 

where the soup bowl is placed, so that the bottom of the soup bowl does not touch 

the dinner plate from which the guests will be eating on. Once the soup course is 

complete, the setting plate should be removed from the table. 

 

54. The napkin should be folded and placed on top of the setting plate. 

 

55. Soup, appetizer, dessert, and/or after-dinner coffee spoons are set above the plate. 

 

56. If place cards are used, the place cards should be placed at the very top of the table 

setting. If, however, the table setting is quite expansive and it would be difficult to 

read place cards from the top position, then it is permissible to place the card on top 

of and centered on the plate. In seating husband and wife, the wife should always be 

seated to the right of the husband. 

 

57. Forks are placed to the left of the plate in this order, left to right: Appetizer fork, fish 

fork (when a course of fish is being served prior to the entrée), dinner fork, and 

dessert fork. The dessert fork is closest to the plate. (Basically, the forks are arranged 

left to right in order of use.) 

 

58. Knives are placed to the right of the plate in this order, left to right: Dinner knife, 

appetizer knife (or a fish knife if fish is being served as a course), with the blades of 

the knives facing toward the plate. The dinner knife should be closest to the plate.  
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59. To the immediate right of the knives are sometimes placed the teaspoon and the soup 

spoon. Other times, the teaspoon and soup spoon are placed above the plate.  

 

a. You may either set the teaspoon and soup spoon at the top of the plate and 

leave off the table the dessert utensils, bringing the dessert utensils to the table 

only when dessert is served; or 

b. You may set the teaspoon and soup spoon to the immediate right of the knives 

placement and set the dessert fork and knife at the top of the plate. 

c. All utensils placed at the top of the plate should be placed parallel with 

opposite ends facing each other. All utensils placed to the sides of the plate 

should be placed parallel with the base handles all facing toward the seated 

guest. 

d. There should never be more than 3 utensils on any one side. If extra utensils 

are needed, they may be brought to the table along with later courses. 

e. Only set out the necessary minimal number of utensils needed for that 

particular dinner. 

 

60. As a general rule, there are three forks to the left and one or two steel-bladed knives 

to the right and a silver knife, if there is to be a fish course. A tablespoon to be used 

for soup is at the right of the knives, and an oyster fork, if oysters on the half shell 

are to be served, or an orange spoon, if grapefruit is to be served. 

 

61. A small plate for bread or any garnishments the guests wish to use should be placed 

to the side of the guest's seat. Traditionally, the bread plate was placed to the right 

side of the seated guest, right of the knives. In modern times, the bread plate is now 

placed to the left side of the seated guest, left of the forks. If there is insufficient 

space, the bread plate may be placed at a diagonal to the side. A small spreading 

knife may be placed immediately to the right of the bread plate. 

 

62. The water goblet should be placed at the top above the plates and to the right of 

knives. 

 

63. Then to the right of the water goblet, place the wine glasses grouped together. If 

there is insufficient space, place the wine glasses at a diagonal, but still to the slight 

right of the water goblet. 

 

64. Have salt and pepper shakers at the table. Also have butter at the table. 

 

65. Have a few bowls of beautifully arranged fruit or candies at the table as decoration, 

and to greet your guests while everyone takes their seats and waits for dinner to 

begin. These bowls should be removed from the table one the first course is served. 
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66. As a guest, after you have completed your dinner, place the napkin loosely lying to 

the right side of the plate. (Remember: serve from the left, all things new or unused 

from the left, and remove used plates from the right, so a dirty, used napkin should 

be placed to your right.) However, in contemporary times, it is considered proper to 

place the napkin loosely lying to your left after a meal is complete. Under no 

circumstances should you signal you are done until the host has done so. Only set 

down your napkin after the host has first set down his or hers. 

 

 
 

TABLE MANNERS 
 

67. As a guest, as soon as you are seated, unfold the napkin and place it across your 

lap. Do not shake out the napkin. Gracefully unfold it. However, if the host of the 

dinner has not unfolded his or her napkin yet, do not unfold yours. Wait until the 

host or head of the table has unfolded his or her napkin before you do the same. 

Whether the napkin is cloth or paper, it is basic table manners to always have it 

unfolded across your lap while eating. 

 

68. The napkin rests on your lap for the entire duration of the meal. Never use the 

napkin to wipe any part of your face other than the mouth. Only pat or blot your 

mouth, do not wipe your mouth like a windshield wiper. Do not use the napkin to 

wipe your nose. 

 

69. Traditionally, the napkin should never be placed on the chair, but rather should be 

placed to the left of your plate if you leaving the table temporarily and intend to 

return and then placed to the right of your plate only after you have completed the 

meal. However, in contemporary society, it is now proper to place the napkin on 

the chair to signal to the wait staff that you intend to return to the table and have 

only stepped away temporarily. In contemporary society, you only place the 

napkin on the table once you have completed your meal, and to place the napkin to 

your left. 

 

70. If food must be removed from the mouth for any reason, discretely bring your 

napkin to your mouth and quietly spit out the food into the napkin, which is then 

returned to the lap. Then at the earliest convenience, request a new napkin from the 

wait staff. An exception is that fish bones may be removed from the mouth 

between the fingers. (Some say that food should not be removed with a napkin, but 

rather, should be removed from your mouth with the same utensil that it went into 

your mouth with. Doing so, however, might offend the host or cook. Therefore, it 

is probably still more advisable to remove with the napkin, as it is discrete and can 

be done so with full consideration of the host or cook.) 
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71. If the number of guests at the table is small, wait until all have been served before 

picking up your utensils. Do not start eating until everyone at the table has been 

served. 

 

72. If the number of guests is large, then you may start eating as soon as the host has 

started eating. 

 

73. There are two methods to using fork and knife: 

 

a. American Style. Cut a few bite-sized pieces of the food with fork and knife, 

then place the knife on the edge of your plate, with blade facing in toward you. 

Eat food by switching fork from right hand to left hand (unless you are left 

handed) and the fork was already in your right hand and eat the bite-size 

pieces. Pick up your knife again and repeat once you have finished the cut bite-

size pieces.  

 

b. Continental Style. After cutting the pieces, simply eat with the fork in the same 

hand. There is no need to set the knife down. When you take a drink or need to 

wipe your mouth, set down both fork and knife first, crossing the utensils with 

the fork over the knife, in an X. 

 

74. Bring food to your face, not your face to the food.  

 

75. Chew with your mouth closed. Take small bites when with company so you can 

still carry on a conversation without long delays for chewing and swallowing. 

 

76. Never lick the knife. The knife should never, ever enter your mouth. It may only 

be used for cutting. 

 

77. Liberally use the words “thank you,” “please,” and “excuse me.”  

 

78. Never place a left hand, arm, or elbow on the table. This is very bad manners. 

 

79. At the dinner table, conversation should never be about private affairs, illness, 

food, money, dress, household difficulties, disagreeable happenings, or grievances. 

Welcomed topics of conversation are: culture, music, art, literature, philanthropy, 

and history (but avoid controversial politics). 

 

80. Never place used utensils back on the table. Once used, if you need to set it down 

for any reason, it should be set on the side of your plate, never back on the table. 

  



GUIDEBOOK OF BASIC ETIQUETTE 

 

 
Page 12 of 12 

 

81. Before you have completed your meal, any time you set down your fork, tines 

should be curving downward. Also, during the meal, never hold up or wave around 

your fork with the tines pointing upward. Never point at people with your utensils. 

Doing so is extremely vulgar.  

 

82. After you have completed your meal, to signal that you are done, set down both 

fork and knife on plate parallel to each other, with the fork tines pointing upward 

this time. The tips of the fork and knife should be pointed at 10 o’clock and the 

ends of them pointed at 4 o’clock, and again, this time tines facing upward. Before 

the dinner is complete, tines of the fork should always be pointed downward. 

 

83. Never blow your nose at the table. If you must do so, excuse yourself and do so in 

the restroom. 

 

84. If you cough at the table, immediately cover your mouth with your napkin. If the 

coughing repeats or becomes uncontrollable, excuse yourself and go to the 

restroom. 

 

85. Never say you are going to the restroom. Simply excuse yourself, saying, “Please 

excuse me” or “I will be right back.” 

 

86. If a man and a woman come to a dinner together, every time the woman gets up to 

leave the table, the man should stand up when she leaves and stand up again when 

she returns. 

 

87. At a tablecloth restaurant, never stack the dishes or push the plates away from you 

when you are done. Leave all dishes exactly where they are. 

 

88. Hold your wine glass by the stem, and never by the rim. White wine is always held 

by the stem of the glass (so that your warmth from your hand does not change the 

temperature of the wine) and red wine by cupping the bowl. 

 

89. There should be no grooming at the formal table. Do not apply makeup at the 

table. Excuse yourself and do so in the restroom. Under no circumstances should 

you ever touch your hair during a dinner. 

 

90. Never leave a dinner gathering before you have personally thanked the host. 

 

91. The guest should always send a thank you note to the host the day after the dinner 

gathering and absolutely within 48 hours of the event, never longer. Upon receipt 

of a thank you note from a guest, the host must reply promptly with her own thank 

you for the guest’s time and compliment any gift the guest had brought during the 

dinner. Never delay longer than 48 hours to send a thank you note after an event. 


