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Puffed Out by a Different Cultural Air

The encounter with an unfamiliar
culture is challenging and can
almost take away your breath. For
two weeks I have mingled between
Palestinian culture and my own.
Here, I have slowed down the pace
and taken a deep breath to share
some of my experiences.

In Denmark, the rain hangs in the air
throughout summer. On hot days the
humidity builds itself up until it bursts
into a cascade of heavy wet drops
that makes everybody run for shelter.
When I arrived in Palestine, my first
breath of air served as a solid proof
that I had indeed set foot on foreign
soil. The air felt different, not weighed
down by heavy summer rain. It was
light, dry, and dusty. This was not my
first encounter with the Palestinian
summer, though. Two years ago, I was
here for the first time and this year I
knew what to expect. I crammed my
bag with baking-summer-essentials

and, constantly clinging to my Lonely

Planet, I felt prepared. However, when
you try to navigate in the jungle of an
unfamilar culture, the right wardrobe and
the wisdom of a good guidebook can only
help you to a certain extent and soon, I
found myself tumbling around like a
bizaar version of Alice in Wonderland,
hardly knowing what was up or down.

The Bliss of Speaking a Language
The first insurmountable barrier of
a foreign country and culture is the
language. I knew a few Arabic phrases
when I arrived here, but so far they have
not been of much use. My pronunciation
of the Arabic words ranges from slightly
mistaken to completely incomprehensible
and as a result, my honest attempts to
give a proper Arabic greeting are most
often met with responses in English. [ am
making progress, though. A few times
the sounds have somehow come out right
and have left me beaming with joy over
my articulation progress. But this pride
is fragile. It quickly transforms into utter
despair when an endless stream of Arabic

words is poured over me in the belief that
I am capable of leading a conversation in
Arabic. If only I could.

A Headless Chicken in Ramallah
I am slowly getting familiar with
my neighbourhood, and I am afraid
that I have unintentionally made my
neighbourhood very aware of me, too.
When I go shopping, I spend ages in the
supermarkets trying to find what I need.
Like any other Dane with respect for
both her own life and the drivers’ right of
way, I politely wait for the cars to pass,
and ten minutes easily go by before I
dare to make my way into the turmoil of
Ramallah’s traffic. Furthermore confused
by the vivid gesticulations that seem
to accompany even the most casual of
conversations among Palestinians (it
takes quite a topic in Denmark to trigger
gesticulations of such intensity), I seem
to be running around Ramallah like a
headless chicken. Nevertheless, this
chicken is slowly learning the rules of

Ramallah. The shared taxis provide a

good example. To begin with I jumped to
the side whenever I heard the honking of a
taxi’s horn, taking it as a serious warning
not to get anywhere near the road. Since I
realised that the honking of horns means
"available seats’, travelling the streets has
become less of a nerve-racking event.
I am indeed learning, growing — and

finding the easiest way to get to work.

Challenging Welcome; Welcoming
Challenge
Every culture has its do’s and dont’s. 1
was born and raised in a culture where
people usually take the safe approach
and mind their own business. Of course
we are as curious, welcoming, and eager
to help as people everywhere else, but
something within the Danish culture
makes it feel like a huge, personal risk
to show this overtly. We often blame
the long, dark, and cold winter for this
inverted and slightly cold behaviour
towards each other. Maybe there is
something to it. The warmth and the
unlimited hospitality of the Palestinian
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people definately to be as

seems

persistent and reliable as the hot Middle
Eastern summer. Everywhere I go, people
welcome me, invite me out for coffee or
home for dinner, they offer me their help,
assistance and company. I am grateful
and overwhelmed. And exhausted, to be
honest. Fighting against the inner voice
of your own cultural heritage is not an
easy lesson to learn. But it is a challenge

that I am happy and excited to undertake.

By Jannie Elisa Fjordside
Danish writer- PYALARA
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