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Crossing Borders and Exploring the World
Eudora Wetly observed, “Through travel I first became aware of the outside world; it was through travel that I found my own introspective way into becoming a part of it.” I am a big fan of this quote because it exactly matches my view of traveling. Traveling has given me the opportunity to unlock the doors of different parts of this world. So far, I have had the pleasure of traveling to Amsterdam, Bangladesh, Bahrain, Canada, Indonesia, London, Malaysia, Mexico, Nepal, Pakistan, Ukraine, and, of course, the United States. These multi-international experiences, both positive and negative, have brought me into contact with most passionate people, powerful places, and diverse societies that I would have normally not known or understood. Above all, they have provided me with the opportunity to actively discover and expand my perspective that extends beyond cultural barriers and insight on developing a deeper understanding of who I am and where I belong in this world.

I began my journey of diversification on a trip to Bangladesh. Bangladesh and India, my native country, are neighboring nations that were once unified and have a tremendous amount of cultural and political similarities.  I speak “Bengali,” the native language spoken in Bangladesh, which led me to the assumption that verbal communication would be the least of my troubles. But to my surprise, the dialects were intricately different. I had a hard time understanding even a simple sentence like “How do you do?” Still to this day, I can not believe how the same language could be spoken in such a different way.  Experiencing this helped me understand the importance of not only dialects but also the importance of communication in general.

It was during my visit to Pakistan, where my friend, Jeeba, had come to see me off at the airport. It was time for my flight and I said to her good bye and hope to see you again in the near future. She in return said “Insa Allah”, and I said “ok”, not knowing what she really meant. Later I found out that she meant god willing. According to her culture, they believe that nothing can happen unless god wants it to happen. So now I know, Insa Allah stands for god willing and will not be surprised if I hear this word again. This gave me the opportunity to add another word to my dictionary.

I did not realize how cultural differences could affect nonverbal communication until my experience in Bahrain. Soon after my arrival, I asked a seemingly normal man how to get to the train station. He did tell me but with no direct eye contact; looking about in every direction, except at me. I am accustomed to eye contact and this took me by utter surprise.  Later, I learned that what he was doing was just part of who he was. In his culture, it is considered disrespectful to look a person in the eye, especially of opposite gender.  Now, I know to keep culture and upbringing in high regard when it comes to completely understanding a person.

Using left hand in giving or receiving any item, including money or touching adults or children on the head or pointing at them with your finger, could be considered offensive if you are in Indonesia. I did not know this, until I almost got in trouble while I was in a restaurant, in Jakarta, Indonesia. I was getting ready to pay my bill and had my money in my left hand. All of a sudden, I heard the cashier saying something in his language, and pointing to my right hand. I quickly figured he wanted me to hand him the money with my right hand.  I said sorry, in a little nervous tone, and tried to get out of the restaurant as soon as I could. I then realized how important it was to keep an open mind, and have willingness to accept and learn new things when traveling in another country. 

Last but not least my experience in the United States, which has taught me a lot. When I first came to the United States in one of my classes, I had to critique an essay. In the United States it is appropriate for students to understand the text and to challenge or defend what is written, but in some countries like India, students are taught to accept what they read as the standard, and so are reluctant to critique authoritative statements that are taught to absorb and respect. I scored very low on this assignment, because I was hesitant to argue about the issue and so just simply summarized what I had read. This was another cultural aspect where I felt as if it was disrespectful to challenge what the author had written even though I disagreed with his opinion. Another experience that I would like to share which is more of a “cultural shock” is the way students address instructors. In India, it is considered disrespectful to address an instructor by his or her name. They are addressed either as “Sir” or “Madam”.  There are so many things that I have learned in all these years of my stay here and I hope to learn more in the coming years. 
My travel experience to different countries has helped me to have a better understanding of other people, cultures and most importantly about myself.  I have learned that cultural differences must be acknowledged openly and mutually understood to develop a trusting and healthy relationship. Unfamiliarity with a culture’s norms can lead to misjudgments or misconceptions. It is important to remember not to fear another country’s culture; no culture is wrong or bad—it’s just different from our own.


