Scenerio 1: African Dialogue: “Just Fine”
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In this situation I observed two college age students who were passing each other in the hallways of Hamline University one of the students Ethan is American and is in a small hurry he has just enough time to have a quick conversation with one of his classmates a foreign exchange student from Africa. 
Ethan- Hey.
Baako- Salaam aleikum Hello my friend, good morning how are you today?

Ethan- Fine, What about you?

Baako- Well back home my mother is sick with a really bad cough, and I’m trying to work harder to get enough money so I can get her something nice so she can feel better. I suggested to her a nice herb tea that I used the last time I got sick. My brother and his wife Aaliyah are expecting a baby and Aaliyah was sadly put on bed rest, I’m really worried about her and I’m hoping that she gets through it with no problems. It is very important that she gets better so the baby can be born healthy. Aaliyah needs to get better soon so she can take care of my nieces and nephews and so my brother can get back to work. I’m really happy though because my uncle just took up a second wife, a neighbor that needed his help back home she’s a really nice lady that I hope I will be able to meet when I go back home this summer. I heard she makes very good greens and yams I can’t wait to try them.

Ethan- Well um…I’ll see you later man…I ah, hope your mom um…gets better. (Starts trying to walk away)
Baako- (Grabs Ethan and Hugs and Kisses his cheek) Totsiens!
Ethan- (Looking around to see if anyone saw him embarrassed, pulls away and wipes off his cheek where Baako has kissed him) I’m not interested in you that way man!

Baako-What?

(Ethan hurries away)
The Problems

In the first scenario Ethan is expecting Baako to simply give him a short answer to his question about how he is doing. Ethan doesn’t understand that in African culture it is perfectly acceptable for a person to talk about their families in conversations. In African families the theme of relationships and family often appears in conversations. Baako sharing that information about his sister in law might be considered too much information to an American because family isn’t something that is talked about in regular conversation, especially not when it comes to health issues. Ethan lives in a culture where people get straight to the point and time is important. Even though Ethan was in a hurry to his next class he calculated that he would have enough time to have a short conversation with Baako. In Baako’s African culture time isn’t as important as relationship building is. When Baako shares his feelings he shares a part of himself with his friend Ethan. Baako doesn’t take into account that Ethan may not want to know the information he is being told or that Ethan may be in a hurry to get somewhere. Baako feels that through their interaction they have created a closer bond with each other. Baako is comfortable enough with Ethan to exchange a personal greeting with him at the end of the conversation through a hug and a kiss. Kissing between men in the African culture is not given a bad connotation as it is in the American culture. Ethan felt uncomfortable with Baako invading his personal space as he did. In American cultures the distance of people with their personal space is about a meter. Because Americans value personal space they often have separate rooms for different members of the family. Individual offices and cubicles in the work place and they often try to avoid contact with others in the hallways as they pass each other in their daily commutes. There is an established flow of traffic in hallways that is much like the flow of traffic on the roads. People keep a safe distance away from each other and they keep to the right when passing people. When Americans form more intimate relations with others they often give those who they are forming the relationship with more leeway into their personal space. Between couples there is a title given to this leeway, couples who show that they are comfortable with touching each other in public are often labeled comfortable with their abilities to show ‘public displays of affection’. This is the same with African culture except that between friends and family there is a different attitude about a person’s own personal space.  Baako talked about how his mother was still living with him back home and how she was sick. African families are often large and many generations of people may live in the same household. The relationship of a woman with her children is highly emphasized in African culture as was shown by Baako talking about his sister in law. Families in the African culture can even be to Americans unconventional. Baako talks about how his uncle had taken a second wife. This is not a common practice among Americans because Americans have a very individualistic feel to their relationships. Americans believe in owning something have keeping it all to themselves they have a hard time thinking about the sharing of something that they own, especially the sharing of something in a situation as precious to Americans as love. Ethan feels that Baako has shared too much with him and his first instinct is to try to escape the situation. After being kissed and hugged by Baako Ethan makes the mistake of making an assumption for why Baako was sharing such an intimate gesture with his classmate. Ethan assumes that Baako is trying to make a homosexual advance on him and in return to Baako’s nice gesture he is rude and not only wipes off the kiss but he also rudely runs away. Baako is confused at what he has done wrong.

Solutions:
In the first situation Ethan should have taken more time to talk to Baako then just a couple of seconds. Ethan expected to get a quick American answer such as ‘I’m fine’ or ‘I’m okay’ but when a person is talking to someone of another culture is it wise to take into consideration that not all cultures have short and precise hallway chit chat and that those skills may not be developed in a foreign classmate. Because the quick response of an American is taught over a long time it is instilled to be the correct and appropriate way to address a friend in the hallway. A person should educate themselves on other cultures perceptions of time. Ethan should have also accepted Baako’s hug as a gesture of friendship because he should have recognized that the gesture was part of the goodbye process for Baako. Other cultures have different ways of saying goodbye, For example in the American Sign Language culture a person will start a progression toward saying goodbye about five times before the person actually leaves to give their friends fair warning. Not all cultures give negative connotations to male to male contact, and Ethan should consider that he will not be judged by this fellow Americans for hugging another male; even though those traits are instilled into the American masculine population.

