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Hello, Stranger?

Current Events Columns

By Ross Preston

Picture this sce-
nario. You’re walking
down the loggia, you see
someone you know fairly
well, and for a second or
two you are genuinely
stumped as to whether
or not you should say
hello to them. You decide
you’re going to rough it
out and muster an audible
syllable or two: “Hel-lo.”

And then the other
person says absolutely
nothing back and you
wonder whether a) “he/
she actually heard me
and is actively avoiding
social interaction” or b)
“I am so off this per-
son’s mind that it didn’t
even register that he/she
knows me.” Needless
to say, neither option is
particularly encouraging.

What are the deter-
mining factors of wheth-
er or not we choose to
say hello to someone in

passing? While I’'m no
Psych major, it’s a ques-
tion that interests me, and
one that seems to come
up an awful lot, given
that we go to Grinnell
and that you can bet on
seeing people you know
fairly often. And because
the above scenario hap-
pens to me all the time.

For starters, I think
that a big problem is that
each individual’s defini-
tion of knowing some-
one “fairly well” varies
significantly. If you take
a class with someone, is
that good enough on its
own? What about living
in the same dorm but not
really knowing the per-
son otherwise? What if
you’ve only talked to the
person when you were
drunk and neither of you
has ventured to initiate
a sober conversation?

There’s also the

What are the determining

factors of whether or not

we choose to say hello to
someone in passing?

question of excessive
exposure. Say you suc-
cessfully get a response
back from someone that
you definitely weren’t
sure about, and then you
bump into them again 8
hours later. Is the greet-
ing continued to build
off of the momentum you
had already established
earlier in the day? Or
was that a one-time thing

that won’t be getting re-
peated anytime soon?

One slightly more
advanced version of this
question is the “stop and
chat,” coined by Larry
David on HBO’s Curb
Your Enthusiasm. If
you know someone well
enough to say hi, are they
also worthy of a stop in
your day? This is clearly
new territory and needs

to be reserved for only
certain people, otherwise
you simply wouldn’t
get anywhere on time.

So while I could
go on with hypothetical
questions forever on this
topic, I guess I wonder
all of these things be-
cause I think I like saying
“h1” to people. A nice
smile and two-second
conversation can go a
long way if you really
like someone, or haven’t
seen he/she in a while.
And frankly, it’s kind of
a nice way to maintain
contact with people you
probably aren’t going to
see regularly but would
rather not lose as an ac-
quaintance altogether.

The other side of
the argument is that it can
be seen as superficial to
pretend you’re so happy
to see someone you don’t
actually spend time with.

This is a valid point. But
at the same time, I feel
like the small commu-
nity feel of Grinnell al-
lows for exceptions here.
Posted at this tiny school
in the middle of nowhere,
we all have something in-
herently in common and
should try to relish that,
not deny that exists be-
cause it might be “awk-
ward” if the other person
doesn’t respond back.

So, I resolve to not
curtail my friendly de-
meanor in any shape
or form, and in fact, if
someone gives me the
cold shoulder, I might
just have to say it a
little louder next time.
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Damn, that was fun. We should do this again sometime.
What are you doing next month? Oh, you have tons
of free time and feel like making something of those
voices in your head you think might be funny? Make
yourself useful, and stop by our meeting on Sunday,
2 November 2nd, in ARH 312 (Classics Seminar Room).
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