Lillian K. Lehto

Some Cross-Cultural Observations
of a Third-Generation Finnish-
American

When our grandparents came to the Uni-
ted States, great pressure was put upon
them to conform to the customs of their
adopted country. {"When in Rome do as
the Romans do” or "Maassa maan taval-
la.") Therefore, most customs that differed
from those in the "Old Country" were laid
aside in favor of American ones. Hence,
this paper will compare Finnish and Amer-
ican customs, the latter being essentially
synonymous with Finnish-American cus-
toms.

The United States is twenty-eight times
as large as Finland, and Americans can
travel thousands of miles without ever
teaving their own country. In fact, many of
them never do. This can lead to an inbred
society which perceives its way of doing
things as the only way and the right way.
Finns, on the other hand, have over two
dozen foreign neighbors in an area just
slightly larger than the entire United
States. Finns might be expected to have a
more international outiook. Whether this is
so, I'm not sure. it is an observed fact,
however, that differences in cultural cus-
toms can cause friction, misunderstand-
ing, as well as raised eyebrows when Fin-
nish-Americans vicit the home of their an-
cestors, or vice versa, if they have not
been coached in the ways of their hosts.
Verbal communication is less of a prob-
lem, for one can always resort 1o a dic-
tionary, but where does one find a dic-
tionary of social customs?
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A girl with whom | spoke in Helsinki
commented that when she was in the U.S.
as a foreign exchange student, she found
many cultural differences and had to be
careful to say the right things on the right
occassion. She observed that Americans



are much more prone to exaggeration
and profuse thanks. Finns will mean the
same thing, but not be so wordy about it
A Finn may regard the American as insin-
cere, whereas the American, receiving
what to him appears "meager" thanks,
may wonder whether his gift or deed went
unappreciated.

Many have also observed another con-
versational difference: Americans will en-
gage in casual talk with anyone and eve-
ryone, including strangers in a grocery
line, at a bus stop, on public transporta-
tion, or whatever. Finns don't do this, and
can be quite taken aback if a well-mean-
ing American, ignorat of Finnish customs,
attemipts to initiate a conversation in such
a situation.

Conversational topics also differ in our
countries. Americans, upon meeting
someone for the first time, will often in-
quire about whether he/she is married,
has a family, etc.  am told that this is not to
be done in Finland or when talking with
Finns. This was brought home to me re-
cently when a Finnish quest and | were in
a large group where we shared a table
with several others. One of the women in
the group, attempting to be friendly, in-
quired regarding my guest's marital status
and whether she had children. | thought
nothing of the inquiry, it being a common
American conversation-starter; however,
my guest abruptly asked that we leave.
When we were alone, she commented
that she could not stand the inquisitive-
ness of the woman. [ could appreciate her
discomfort, but it still amazed me, as she
had nothing to hide or be ashamed of.
Lesson learned: avoid personal topics in
conversations with Finns. It has been my
observation that religion and politics
should also be avoided.

Pursuing verbal differences further:
"bad words” in our cultures differ. Whe-
reas Finnish "bad words” consist of those
having to do with the devil, American
counterparts have to do with deity, sexual
references and bathroom terms. Some-

times in Jearning the language of another,
one inadvertently picks up these terms,
not realizing they are unacceptable in po-
lite conversation in the other culture. One
would do well to learn what words are to
be avoided in the other’s culture, as well
as what words are sanctioned, so one
does not register shock upon hearing
what in one’s own culture might be inap-
propriate.

Americans are often initially surprised
at the unabashed attitude of Finns toward
nudity, elimination, and mixed family ba-
thing in the sauna. This is no doubt a
healthy attitude, but we find it alarming,
afraid that we will be embarrassed. Amer-
icans refer to bathroom functions via eu-
phemisms, and a (false?) modesty gov-
erns display of the nude body. An Ameri-
can related this regarding her visit to Fin-
land with her teenage son and daughter:
The host family heated the sauna and
then announced that it was her family's
turn to take a bath. Her son and daughter
poth protested that they would not enter
the sauna together, nor with their mother.
Each bathed alone. The hostess was
baffled by such "foolish” modesty!

"Personal distance” in our two cultures
also differs. Whereas Americans in an av-
erage stand-up conversation automatical-
ly place themselves about 2 to 2 1/2 feet
apart, Finns increase this distance by
about a foot. This phenomenon is often
evident even in photos. Americans "hud-
dle together” in a photo, whereas Finns
place some distance between each other.
I've found this to be true even of families
who 'sauna” together! This phenomenon
of personal distance also applies to greet-
ings. Whereas the American will often
descend upon one with a bear hug, the
Finn offers the hand in greeting. The
handshake is much more common in Fin-
land than in the U.S. (Would that it were
more common here also.)

Finns seem to be more prone to gift-giv-
ing, including hostess gifts, than are
Americans. The custom of taking flowers
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when visiting a home is a charming one
which Americans would do well to amu-
late. Finns, on the other hand, should be
made aware of the fact that if an American
arrives empty-handed, he is not a social
clod, but simply has not learned the cus-
tom. The Finnish custom of gifting a (for-
eign) visitor is also very considerate.
However, if a Finn visits in an American
home and receives no gift, he should not
be offended, for again, this is not our usu-
al custom.

Methods of observing family and per-
sonal events also differ in our countries,
and some celebrations, such as nameday
observances, have disappeared alto-
gether in the U.S. Birthdays might or
might not be celebrated, and often the fif-
tieth birthday, a notable event in Finland,
receives no more notice than the forty-
ninth. Baptism, funeral, engagement,
wedding and funeral customs also have
their national variations.

In the U.S., baptism is not considered
an occassion of bestowing the name up-
on the child, nor is the name kept a secret
until that occassion. In fact, one of the first
questions asked new parents is: “What
did you name the child?"

Engagement and wedding customs
likewise differ in our cultures. The "en-
gagement trip,” (as is the custom at least
in northern Finland) is unkown in the U.S.
Instead, we have a trip, called the "ho-
neymoon,” following the wedding cerem-
ony. Inadvertently-raised American eye-
brows, upon first hearing of the “en-
gagement trip,” have been known to of-
fend Finnish cousins.

Finnish weddings do not contain the

pageantry often associated with American
weddings, where both the bride and
groom can have numerous attendants, all
in evidence at the altar with the bridal
couple.

When a death occurs in an American
household, the funeral director is sum-
moned and in a day or two the embalmed
remains of the deceased are clothed in

"Sunday best” and the body is ready for
"viewing" at the funeral home, where
friends and relatives gather to express
their sympathy amid formal flower arran-
gements, which have been ordered in ad-
vance by friends and relatives, and deli-
vered by the florist. The funeral is held
either in a church or the funeral home
three or four days after the ‘death has oc-
curred.

In Finland, I'm told, the custom of funer-
al home visitation is not observed; in fact,
no counterpart of our “funeral home” ex-
ists. An average of two weeks passes from
the time of death to the funeral. At this
occassion, friends and relatives present
boguets, the presentation often accom-
panied by a short eulogy.

[s it any wonder that unrelated cultures
have problems understanding each other
when we, who are cousins, have our diffi-
culties! Perhaps the most constructive
thing we can do is realize that there are
differences, and keep our eyes and minds
open in an effort to discern what they
might be. Let tolerance be the key word!

(! reserve all right to this article, mcluding the right to
publish it in my own publication, The Fennophile, or
anywhere else | choose)
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