
“The kissing”

“Walking out from my classroom, I was stopped by another student, a “white” French. “Hello Issa”, 
she said to me, and I answered her “Good Morning”. While I turned around, she was just behind me 
ready to give me “la bise”. I saw her head getting closer, her lips were getting ready. I did not 
understand what was going on, I did not move, my face was pale and I could not talk. 

She was almost getting to my face, she stopped suddenly. And with a surprised voice, she said “you 
do not do “la bise” ? “. And I, up to this moment, did not know what “la bise” was.”

Paris, 2016-2017



  

 

 

IDENTITIES OF THE NARRATOR AND THE PERSON(S) TRIGGERING THE SHOCK

is a single 32 years old algerian who's been in France from a year or two. This incident takes place at 
a party after a worshop in which the narrator is a trainer and the other person is a participant.

Jeanne is in her early twenties, 
she is a Whit French girl 
inscribed in the same 
University.

THE OTHER PERSON(S)

At the moment of the incident 
the narrator is 23 years old, he 
comes from Senegal, from a 
rural region. He has been in 
France for a year.  This is is first 
year in a French University.  He 
is Muslim, but not very 
religious.  He is heterosexual.

THE NARRATOR

What connects them is that they are inscribed 
into the same university, same class.  What 
separates them are: their country of origin, 
their status in France (immigrant vs. native) 
their skin colour, their gender, and probably 
their religion.

SIMILARITIES / DIFFERENCES

CONTEXT

is a single 32 years old algerian 
who's been in France from a 

year or two. This incident takes 
place at a party after a 

worshop in which the narrator 
is a trainer and the other 
person is a participant.

There were other students present. These tended 
to be French, rather than international students.  
Having the other students as witnesses “looking at 
him” exacerbated the sensation of being out of 
place and making a faux-pas.

OTHER PEOPLE PRESENT

The situation happened in a University corridor, 
between classes.

PHYSICAL CONTEXT

They share some of the courses and know each others’ 
names. 

PREVIOUS RELATIONSHIP, ANTECEDENTS
 

It is usual to have students from other countries with 
strong connections with France such as Sénégal, in this 
sense Issa was not a “rarity” in the university.  

LARGER SOCIAL CONTEXT



FRAMES OF REFERENCES OF THE NARRATOR “ISSA”

INCOMPREHENSION

SURPRISE

PRUDISHNESSDISCOMFORT

Greetings rituals : In Senegal greeting is very important, there 
are many rituals associated with greeting, actually social life is 
structured around the greeting rituals as a way how to recognize 
the other and to stablish social contact. Greeting goes through 
verbal, for instance a way how to greet and recognize the other 
one in to repeat each other’s names for instance “Sané!” 
“Diallo!” “Sané!” “Diallo!” and then ask for many different 
important aspects of life such as the family, the work, health 
and so on. An important amount of time is spent on the greeting 
rituals.

A girl approaches with her lips the narrator’s face in the 
corridor of the university, he did not know how to react.

Physical intimacy between man and woman: Physical 
intimacy – such as the one including the lips of one adult 
touching the skin of another -  is reserved for the private 
not the public sphere and it happens in intimate 
relationships.

Kissing as a greeting ritual : Kissing is not considered as a 
primary nor a necessary form of expression of intimacy, not 
even amongst close family members. In general, physical 
contact is not the usual way to show emotional closeness, 
emotional closeness is shown by verbal relationship and how 
much time is spend in the relationship and the verbal sharing.

Loss of face for not knowing, awarness of being a 
foreigner : The narrator felt very bad when he found 
himself in this situation, for him unusual but at the 
same time not understandable for his cultural habits, 
incapable of decoding her behaviour while he never 
really felt an outsider before in France. This incident 
let him feel the cultural differences he was not aware 
of before. It seems that he was more disappointed of 
not being aware of this habit than mad or shocked by 
the situation, which was resolved very quickly after.





A girl approaches with her lips the narrator’s face in 
the corridor of the university, he did not know how to 

react.

Greetings rituals / formalist tendency: In France and 
more particularly Paris, there is a tendency for formalism 
in communication.  This means that there is importance 
given to the form of interactions.  For instance, every 
morning students in the same class, people working 
together take the time to great each other bilaterally 
(instead of saying a general “hello”.

Kissing as greeting ritual: “La bise” or the kiss on the 
cheek is the accepted greeting ritual for all genders.  It 
works as a first contact ritual and it also works in every 
consecutive encounter.  It is not only reserved for 
intimate relationship, though in formal environments 
and in case of a stronger status difference it is perceived 
as too intimate.  It is certainly the dominant pattern for 
university students who know each other..

FRAMES OF REFERENCES OF THE PERSON AT THE ORIGIN OF THE INCIDENT “JEANNE”

Universalism and assimilation as general model of 
treatment of culture differences: In France the official / 
standard model of dealing with diversity is that of 
diminishing it or denying it to favour / strengthen the 
sensations of belonging to the same community.  For this 
reason, the appropriate approach to foreigners is the 
same that would be for locals.  Making a distinction would 
imply a form of discrimination.

« You don’t do the kissing? »: Jeanne acknowledges that 
Issa was not reciprocating her kissing motion, with a 
question that reveals the explanation she constructed.  
She does not think of an explanation that has to do with 
how Issa feels about her. Rather it is an explanation that 
suggests that for personal or most probably cultural 
convictions Issa does not follow this ritual.  We don’t know 
whether Jeanne connected this incident with her 
preconceptions about migrants, possibly about Muslim 
men, it remains a hypothesis.
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