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I have been moving back and forth between the United States,
Japan, and Europe for about eight years now. This semi-nomadic
lifestyle has given me many an occasion to delight in the highly
diverse manifestation of culture we call "manners".

As a result of our upbringing, we have a tendency to automatically
associate a certain behavior with a certain situation. I used to live in
France, where the standard greeting is to kiss one's partner on the
cheek (once on each side). In all but the most formal of situations this
is how one says hello, and it is very common even to see men greet
each other in this way.

I was never particularly fond of this custom because I found it a bit
overwhelming when I walked into a room full of people - one is
supposed to kiss everyone in the room, and it is considered a major
faux pas to skip over or miss someone.

Irealized I wasn't the only one who had trouble with cheek kissing
when a Japanese friend came to visit me in France. I went to
introduce my friend to a French acquaintance. My Japanese friend
began to bow politely just at the moment my French friend leaned
forward to kiss her on the cheek...leading the two of them to smack
their foreheads together! Both of them reeled backward in shock; as
an observer I was overcome by a strange mixture of concern and
mirth. After a moment of silence we all burst out laughing - this was
the only option for gracefully resolving the situation. Luckily,
laughter seems to be something anyone can understand with a
minimum of cultural training! From that day onward, I learned to be
very careful when greeting others, if only for my own personal safety.
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