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Unit 7: Concept of Time/Conversation
Guidelines

Objectives

At the end of this unit, you wll

Be aware of the following

Differing American/ Arab perspectives toward tinme

Difficulties for Anericans to inplenent plans and
commtnents in sone Arab circles

Sensitivities required in conversation with Saudi
per sonnel

“Personal space” difference between Saudi Arabi ans
and Anericans

ldentify

Common ritual phrases used in Saudi greetings

Introduction and farewel|l etiquette in Saudi Arabian
circles

Common titles and forns of Saudi Arabi an address
Conversation taboo topics

Realize

Necessity of continual coordination in inplenenting
plans in Arab circles

Length of tinme required in the Mddle East to
acconplish seem ngly routine business tasks

| mportance attached to creating a favorable

i mpr ession

Practice of indirectness in Saudi Arabian
conversati ons

| nportance of tact in Mddle East interactions

Answers to seemngly difficult questions which may
arise in casual conversation
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Unit 7: Concepts of Time/Conversation
Guidelines

1. Time

The saying “Haste makes Waste” truly applies in much of
Arab society. A comon Arabic proverb says “Haste is from
the devil and patience is fromAllah.” Qur foreign speed not
only will not work in the Arab world, it will be
msinterpreted as an insult, as hustling. Although one
attenpts to be on tinme to appointnments or social gatherings,
there is nmuch less rigidity in these matters than in the
United States.

G ven a choice between treating a friend you neet on the
street abruptly by scurrying off, and being late to a
meeting, it is sinply understood that being late is the
better choice. |If you should have an appointnment wth a very
i nportant person or if you were the guest of honor at a
di nner, you would try very hard to be on tine, and if you
could not be on tine, you would call with your apol ogies.

But in other less critical areas, a nuch greater leniency is
t ol er at ed.

Deadl i nes are not absol ute, and
such activities as rel axing,
daydream ng, and visiting with friends
are not considered a waste of tine, but
rather, as time well spent. In this
culture, it is considered rude to be
caught | ooking at your watch during any
sort of social interaction.
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A natural consequence of these attitudes is that
pl anning very far into the future nmakes everyone
unconfortable; after all, things may change at any nonent,
and definite commtnents for the future are considered too
restricting.

This attitude makes it very difficult for a Western
busi nessman trying to deal with an Arab society, for in the
West, planning is elevated alnost to the status of a
religious tenet.

In nuch of the Arab world, continual coordination is
essenti al .

I n governnment and business offices, there is often nore
than one person in the office at the sane tine. |If you enter
the office and there are al ready people there, you can
usually go on in, greet everyone, perhaps chat for a bit, and
wait your turn. The result is that it can take many hours or
days to conduct the sinplest item of business.

This maximal ly rel axed attitude toward tine, though
infuriating to the Westerner trying to function in his nornal
style, serves quite well the needs of the society in which it
has devel oped. The general attitude is that although it is
not really a good thing to m ss an appoi ntnent or to be
terribly late, it is not the end of the world, for after all,
“I"'mstill alive.”

Ther eby, an appoi ntnent for 10: 00 usually neans around
ten, which neans about 10:30 or so. |If you arrive too early,
which mght well be “on tinme” for us, you nay send the
nessage that you are very, very eager to please the other
person...even too eager.

£ o
-

| f you have a driver who keeps
showi ng up “late,” such as at 8:00
instead of 7:30 each norning, tel
himto cone at 7:00! This way you
bl end two worl ds.
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American: “l said |'d bring the reports today, but |I'm
sorry, they' re not ready yet.”

Arab: “It doesn’t matter. They'll be ready sooner or

later.”

American: “l'd like to nmeet him Today if possible.”

Arab: “Perhaps on your next visit?”

Anmerican: “But how long will it take to get the nessage
t hr ough?”

Arab: “It wll get there, and then they’' ||l answer. W'l|
l et you know. ”

Anmerican: “If | could see the list now, then |I could
tell you immediately...”
Arab: “OF course, you can see the list, yes. 1"l tell
my men to nmake a copy. On your next visit you
wi |l have one.”

Anmerican: “W’ve had several neetings wth him But
that’s as far as it went.”
Arab: *“Ah, several talks, yes. That is very good.”

2. Conversation 1n any contact
with nost Arabs, it is never
appropriate to display inpatience or
undue haste since these traits are
normal ly interpreted as evidence of
insincerity or a lack of self-
control. Conversation is opened
with small talk and pl easantries,
centered on the health and well -
being of the participants and their
respective famlies.

However, avoid direct questions about fenmale relatives.
Stay away frompolitical subjects. Religion is OK but know
what you are tal king about and do not attenpt to convert the
Arab to your faith

I f an individual Arab avoids you, or changes the subject
on you when you try to tal k about sonething particular, take
t he hint.

Use the Arabic that you have | earned. Most Saudis do
not speak English, so you will need to speak to themin
Arabic. Saudi officials and mlitary officers quite often do
speak good English, but they, too, will highly appreciate
your efforts to speak their |anguage. Do not patronize an
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Arab, talk on an adult-to-adult |evel and do not talk down to
soneone if he doesn’'t speak English well.

Avoi d argunentative situations.
Once nost Arabs make a decision, it is
unlikely that they wll imrediately
change their mnd. Better to drop the
argunent for a while and perhaps
approach the problemfroma different
direction |ater.

When sitting with an Arab, do not point the sol es of
your feet at him

Poi nting your soles at himtells
himthat you are placing himunder your
feet, i.e., you are equating himwth
dirt. Place your feet flat on the floor
when seated in a chair, or fold them
under you when sitting on the floor.
Never place your feet on furniture.

a. Greetings The Saudis’ social customs are
essentially the traditional ones of Arab Bedouins and
t ownspeopl e, strongly influenced by Islam Saudi life
revol ves around these ancient custons and conventions to a
degree that Americans will find quite surprising.

This fact is nowhere nore apparent than in the vast
nunbers and variety of ritual phrases, with fixed responses,
wi th which Saudis greet each other, w sh each other well,
show hospitality, and so forth. |In fact, they have standard
ritual -type phrases appropriate for alnost any situation
which occurs in life. Saudis do not expect Anericans or
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other foreigners in their country to know all their custons
or to master all their polite phrases. But for an Anmerican
in Saudi Arabia, knowi ng at | east sonme of themw || nake a
great deal of difference and create a very favorable

i npression, even if he has little or no command of Arabic.

I n Saudi Arabia, there are various forns of greetings,
whi ch correspond to different situations. Anong friends,

t hey convey affection; otherw se, they convey respect. In
ei ther case, they uphold the dignity and honor of all present
and so acknow edge those two inportant values. |In any forma

setting, the person entering the room (or joining the group)
is expected, alnost obliged, to say “as-sal aam al aykum ( Peace
upon you).” (Westerners are expected to use this phrase as
well). If he does not so preface his entry, he may hear a
cont enpt uous “wa al aykum us-sal aani--the obligatory reply--
from sonmeone present.

The incom ng person will then shake hands (right always)
with some or all of those present, dependi ng upon who they
are and what they are doing. Superiors, close friends, and
relatives normally get special attention.

What ever the case, it is always
polite to place the right hand over one’s
heart upon conpl eting the handshake.

This gesture inplies that the greeting is
heartfelt.

Upon greeting close friends and rel atives, Saudi mal es
wi |l enbrace and kiss the cheeks or nose. The U S. mlitary

menber who becones wel |l -1iked can expect such a greeting.
The hand-shake or enbrace will then lead to a rather drawn
out ritual of asking about one’s health and well-being. In

this exchange, it is not proper to ask about or nention w ves
or other female famly nenbers. The person who applies
hinmself in Arabic will soon |earn many of the appropriate

phr ases.
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Regardi ng i ntroductions, the rules also vary with the
situation. |In business settings where the gathering exceeds
ei ght or nine people, the attaché should wait to be
introduced to Saudis and other Arabs. Oherw se, he may
i ntroduce hinself, especially when his presence is expected.

In social settings, the rule
is reversed. Wthin | arge groups,
the attaché nay be beckoned by
rel ative strangers who seek to add
their hospitality to that of the
host. The attaché should then
introduce hinself. Wthin smaller
gat heri ngs however, he should rely
on the host to make introductions.

The attaché is not likely to neet Saudi wonen, except in
the last nentioned case. Wen that situation occurs, he need
only nod and say “hello” (in English or Arabic). He nust
refrain fromtouching or conplinenting. |In rare cases, a
Saudi’s famly may be sufficiently “Wsterni zed” such that
the wife will want to converse with nmal e guests.

Bidding farewell is a conparatively sinple process. For
soci al engagenents, the only requirenent is that the guest
acknow edge the generosity and hospitality of his host.

After that, any reasonable excuse to | eave wll be

accept ed¥al t hough not wi thout one or two entreaties to stay.
I n Saudi Arabia, one departs from a business neeting nuch as
one does in Anmerica. Upon |eaving the room (or site), the
appropriate saying is again “as-sal aam al aykum”

b. Titles and Honorifics Titles and
honorifics have their place in the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia. However, their use is
largely restricted to the pages of official
correspondence and newspaper articles and
announcenents. In conversational
situations, the terns of address are mnuch
nmore casual. Two titles are commonly used-
-amr for male nenbers of the Saudi famly
(except the King) and collateral |ines,
shaykh for tribal |eaders and nenbers of
the religious establishment.
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Regar di ng proper forns of address, the visitor should
note that an Arab’s full name may include as many as five
el emrents. The nisba and | agab, which roughly correspond to
the Anerican’s last (or famly) nanme, are sel dom used.
Titles and ranks are both used with the ism that is, the
personal name which corresponds to the Anerican’s first nane.
Once acquai ntances becone good friends, use of the title
beconmes unnecessary, and the nore famliar kunya replaces the
ism The former is conprised as follows: Abu (father) plus
the name of the person’s ol dest son. Wen appropriate,
Saudi s and other Arabs will apply this customto their
Anmerican friends, and so one nay hear the nanes Abu Steve,
Abu M ke, and so forth.

c. Distance During conversations, the Arab customis
to stand very close (about one foot) to the person he is
talking to. Don’t nove away fromthis to a normal “American
speaki ng di stance,” it would be considered inpolite and woul d
inperil any personal relationship you may be seeking.

Most Arabs thoroughly assess a person prior to entering
into a business or personal relationshinp.

The cl ose stance is a neans,
passed on through the centuries, to
eval uate eye novenent, snell and
thermal qualities of the other person.
Touching and patting is an inportant
part of this eval uation process.

d. Indirectness Because Anerican “frankness” and
directness is apt to be read as criticismrequiring instant
defense, the M ddl e Eastern way of |ife values and uses
i ndi rect ways of saying the sane thing.

It is “natural” for an Arab to speak wth a double
meani ng...and those of us fromthe United States who fail to
watch for this and listen accordingly can nake unnecessary
m st akes.
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Most Arabs, then, learn to be a
diplomat in the cradle. Every remark
is tactful...and has a second nessage.
The tact protects the other person’s
public image, avoids insult, and shows
that the Arab, hinself, is cultured.

Anericans traditionally speak much nore directly--
per haps because of the many | anguages in its history. No
insult is nmeant, but when other people are unfamliar with
our ways, directness is usually m sunderstood.

Al so, be alert for nuances in the conversation; Arabs
are hesitant to say “no” directly and are also reluctant to

use the phrase “I don’'t understand.” Oten they will attenpt
to convey an idea through what we have ternmed as “doubl e
talk.” Once again, it is natural for an Arab to speak with a

doubl e meani ng.

If we say what we intend to
“gently,” “snoothly,” and above al
“tactfully” there will probably be |ess
m sunderstanding. At the sane tine it
means we have to learn to listen nore
carefully than we are used to or we may
m ss the nessage. Qur children are
encouraged to speak up. The Arab child
is told this is rude. The differences
begin, then, in our childhood I earning.

e. Sensitive Discussion Topics Just as we have our own
| ocal idea of what kind of question is personal and what kind
is not, so do the Arabs.
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A general rule is to take the |ead
fromthe Arab, discussing what he brings
up i n social conversations.

For him what are general questions about age, famly
and his female relatives may be seen as very intimate
questions. Basically, it would not be wse to ask about his
famly or hinself in front of other people or |oud enough for
themto hear you

For exanple: Just before a weekly neeting of a field
operation an Anerican was chatting with the other nenbers at
the neeting. Wuen al nost everyone had arrived, the Anmerican
turned to the last arrival and asked, “How s the wfe, Orar?”

Omar flushed a deep red and nunbl ed sonet hing
i nconpr ehensi ble (a strong clue your foot is in the wong
pl ace). But the Anerican sml|ed and nodded as if he
understood the munbl e and turned away.

The Arab staff nenbers knew Orar’s wife had been in the
hospital for six weeks. But the American’s question in a
public neeting was considered enbarrassingly crude. The
subj ect of any wonen connected to an Arab is very intricate
and closely tied to his personal dignity and his ego--his
public “appearances.”

In this case the Anerican neant
well. But because of |ocal ways of
life he had asked what was a private
guestion in public, in a |oud voice,
and in a closed roomwhere a business
nmeeti ng was underway and not everyone
there was a close friend of Orar’s.

The delicate question was tied to honor and to the shane
of OQmar. In a sense, also, to all the Arab nmal es present--
yet it was asked casually, as if it were not inportant and
not personal.
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The normal way | ocally woul d have
been to ask the question in a | ow
voi ce, standing a foot fromhis
enpl oyee or sitting close to him and
hol di ng or patting the enpl oyee’s
shoul der or arm whil e asking and
listening. This would be read as
sincere concern, the behavi or expected
of a supervisor in the Arab world.

One nust be particularly careful in conversation with
Saudis. In view of previous discussions of propriety and
privacy in Saudi culture, the mlitary |linguist should never
di scuss sex in mxed conpany nor ask about the famly affairs
of a Saudi associate. Regarding the work environnment, he
should refrain from comenting on certain aspects of Saudi
behavi or--1lack of punctuality, inability to inplenent a plan
or conplete a job on schedul e, consistent absence from pl ace
of work. Such behavior is fully consistent with native
tendenci es toward determ ni smand subjectivism any
guestioning of it anpbunts to an affront.

Regardi ng politics and religion,
the visitor should not discuss Arab
defeats in prior wars with |Israel
Such recoll ection of fends Arab pride.
Do not engage a Saudi in any political
argunent, especially in public. Never
make any unfavorable coments to Saudis
about their country’ s royal famly or
internal affairs.

One may pose questions regarding the practices and
beliefs of Islam However, one should never criticize the
religion, belittle the Prophet Muhammad, or attenpt to
prosel ytize. However, do not refer to a Saudi as a
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“Mohanmedan.” Use the term“Muslim” Also, do not use
ni cknanmes, slang, or insulting words, even jokingly.

f. Difficult Questions to

Answer Since the Saudis thensel ves
are disinclined to discuss personal
(or private) matters, they do not ask
many enbarrassing or difficult
guestions. Even so, the |inguist
shoul d expect to field a few. For

t hose which involve U S. security
interests, he can be politely evasive
wi thout risking |oss of rapport.
Those involving foreign policy, and
particularly U S. support for Israel,
cannot be so easily di sm ssed.

The visitor is very likely to hear the foll ow ng
guestion in sone formor other. Wy does the United States
continue to support Israel when that country constantly
obstructs M ddl e East peace, etc., etc.? An acceptable
answer would be that U S. foreign policy toward any country
is influenced by nunmerous factors, to include the inpact of
donmestic interest groups. You yourself did not personally
participate in the formulation of US policy.

Aside frompolitics, Saudis m ght ask about religious
preference--especially if the linguist is an acconplished
Arabist. The question would be posed in the foll ow ng
sequence. You know Arabic well. You can read the Qur’ an.
You under stand our culture.

Why don’t you convert to Islanf
The |ingui st may not want to answer
such a question, but he is likely to
face persistence. He nust be careful,
for any blunt response woul d probably
ignite an argunent as to which faith
guar antees salvation. Such discussions
usual ly destroy rapport. It would be
best to reply that you need nore tinme
to study the religion of Islambefore
consi dering conversi on.
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The American may al so have to deal with questions which
involve the self-interest of his associates. Sone Saudi
officers mght ask himto intercede for them at MODA
(Mnistry of Defense and Aviation), their objective being
pronotion or preferential assignnment. Such requests would
likely conme fromofficers who are not well connected. |If
they indeed | ack patronage at defense headquarters, there is
little the attaché can do for them Even so, they have
expectations, and rapport is at stake if the visitor ignores
successive entreati es.

This dil emma can possibly be resolved on the basis of
esteem The linguist may truly admre the talents and
qualities of his associate. 1In this case, he can at |east
favorably nention that officer--albeit, in a casual way,
during visits to MODA. Oherw se, he can nerely nention that
a certain officer keeps asking about pronotion, re-
assignment, whatever, w thout actually endorsing that
request. (The attaché nust avoid suspicion of neddling). In
either case, the attaché can informhis associate that he did
mention his name at MODA, and such a response shoul d be
satisfactory.

3 \

T

“Use all of your brain.”
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Review Quiz: Concept of Time/Conversation
Guidelines

Fill in the blanks Fii1 in the blanks with the nost
correct word i nmmdedi ately foll ow ng each section. Not al
words listed will be used.

Acting in a fast, speedy, inpatient manner is often

m sinterpreted as an (1) in Arab circles.

Looki ng at your (2) during social discussion

is considered rude.
Planning for future events may be difficult in Arab

circles. Continual (3) is essential. A

(4) attitude toward time is a comon

Arab perspecti ve.
Smal|l talk, with Arab hosts, should never include

i nquiries about (5) rel atives.

Pl acing the right hand over the heart indicates

(6) and warnth of feeling.

When speaking, the Arab customis to be nuch

(7) t han what nost Americans are used to.

Many M ddl e East peoples may use (8)

ways of comrunication. An Arab uses (9) and
(10) “fromthe cradle.” Anericans should
be aware of (11) of thought expressed.
Careful (12) i's inportant.
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t act di pl omacy rel axed l'istening
cl oser nuances coordi nation femal e

i nsul t wat ch i ndi rect sincerity
happi ness sadness grief pai n

Take the |l ead fromyour Arab host when discussing

seem ngly (13) topics. Tactful

intelligence personnel will refrain fromcomenting on

traditional Saudi Arabian |ack of (14) ,

ability to inplement a (15) or consi stent
(16) froma place of work. Discussion
of prior wars with (17) can offend Arab
pride.

It is wise never to nake (18) comrent s
about Saudi internal affairs. (19) t he

Prophet Muhammad or has no place. Refer to a Saudi Arabian

as being a (20) rat her than Mohammedan or
Mosl em

belittling pl an Criticizing Musl i m
sensitive absence punctual ity pr onpt ness

| srael
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“Go to class every day; pay ttenti on in class; apply
yoursel f...Attendance, Attention and Application.”
Dean Benjamn De La Selva on rules for DLIFLC success.
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