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Respect for Elders:
 A Cross-Cultural Examination

By: Cultural Expert, Jahan News
Every culture that has survived 
has honored its elders. This 
is not coincidence but conse-
quence. Elders carry memory, 
and memory is survival. They 
carry skills that cannot be 
learned from books, stories that 
cannot be reconstructed from 
data, and judgments that can-
not be replicated by algorithms. 
To respect an elder is to respect 
the accumulated wisdom of 
the human race. To neglect an 
elder is to burn the library of 
the past.In East Asian cultures, 
respect for elders is encoded in 
language itself. In Korean, there 
are different verb endings and 
honorific terms depending on 
the age and status of the person 
addressed. A younger person 
uses formal speech (jondaemal) 
to an elder, while the elder may 
use informal speech (banmal) 
to the younger. In Japanese, 
the honorific system (keigo) 
includes humble forms for 
oneself and exalted forms for 
the other. In Chinese, the term 
laoren (“old person”) carries 
respect, and the Confucian vir-
tue of xiao (filial piety) extends 
beyond parents to all elders.In 
many African cultures, the elder 
is not merely older but wiser. 
Among the Akan of Ghana, the 
proverb “The elder does not 
grow in the market” means 
that wisdom comes with time, 
not with acquisition. Among 
the Igbo of Nigeria, the Ozo 
titleholders and the Nze elders 
form a council that guides the 
community. A young person 
who speaks before an elder in 
a village meeting may be asked 
to wait. The elder speaks last, 
not because the elder is slow, 
but because the elder’s words 
carry weight that only time can 
give.In Indigenous American 
cultures, elders are the keepers 
of sacred knowledge. Among 
the Lakota, the wakan—the 
sacred—is transmitted through 
elders. Among the Hopi, the ki-
kmongwi (village chief) and the 
elders of the clans decide the 
timing of ceremonies. Among 
the Maori of New Zealand, the 
kaumatua (elder) is a living link 
to the ancestors. To disrespect 
a kaumatua is to disrespect 
the ancestors and the entire 
community. The greeting Kia ora 
and the pressing of noses (hon-
gi) in Maori protocol are acts of 
sharing breath—the breath of 
life—with the elder.In Western 
cultures, respect for elders has 
historically been strong but has 
weakened in recent decades. 
The Industrial Revolution sep-
arated generations; the digital 
revolution accelerated the sep-
aration. Youth culture became 
dominant, and age became 
associated with obsolescence 
rather than wisdom. 
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Respect is the oldest and most 
enduring currency of human 
civilization. Before written law, 
before currency, before borders, 
there was the unwritten code of 
how one human being ought to 
treat another. Anthropologists 
studying early hunter-gatherer 
societies have found that respect 
was not a luxury of the educated 
elite but a survival mechanism. A 
tribe that failed to honor its elders 
lost its memory; a tribe that failed 
to respect its young lost its future. 
Respect was never ornamental—it 
was structural.The word itself 
derives from the Latin respicere, 
meaning “to look back at” or “to 
look again.” This etymology is 
profoundly instructive. To respect 
someone is to look at them 
twice—to refuse to reduce them 
to a first impression, a stereotype, 
a category, or a convenience. The 
first look may be instinctive; the 
second look is ethical. Etiquette, 
in its purest form, is the choreog-
raphy of that second look.Every 
major civilization developed its 
own architecture of respect. In 

ancient China, the concept of li 
governed everything from how a 
son addressed his father to how a 
guest entered a home. Confucius 
taught that li was not empty ritual 
but the outward expression of 
inner sincerity. Without li, even 
good intentions become clumsy; 
with li, even difficult truths can be 
spoken without wounding. In an-
cient India, the doctrine of ahimsa 
extended respect beyond humans 
to all living beings, while the 
Namaste gesture—palms together 
at the heart—acknowledged the 
divine in the other person.In the 
Islamic world, adab became a 
comprehensive science of proper 
conduct. The Prophet Muhammad 
is reported to have said, “I was 
sent to perfect good character.” 
Adab covered speech, dress, 
eating, hospitality, and the treat-
ment of strangers. It taught that a 
believer’s faith is incomplete until 
he wishes for his brother what he 
wishes for himself. In West Africa, 
the concept of ubuntu—often 
summarized as “I am because we 
are”—made respect a communal 
obligation rather than an individ-
ual choice. To disrespect another 

was to diminish oneself.What 
unites these traditions is a single 
insight: respect is not a feeling but 
a practice. You do not have to like 
someone to respect them. You do 
not have to agree with someone 
to honor their dignity. Respect 
is the decision to treat every 
person as an end in themselves, 
never merely as a means. This is 
the foundation upon which all 
etiquette rests.Modern research 
confirms what ancient wisdom 
taught. Studies in social psycholo-
gy show that perceived respect is 
one of the strongest predictors of 
trust, cooperation, and well-being 
in groups. Teams with high mutual 
respect outperform those without 
it. Marriages with high mutual 
respect last longer. Nations with 
high mutual respect enjoy greater 
stability. Respect is not a soft skill; 
it is the hardest infrastructure of 
all.The etiquette of respect begins 
with attention. To look someone 
in the eye, to listen without inter-
rupting, to remember their name, 
to acknowledge their presence—
these small acts are not small at 
all. They say: I see you. You matter. 
You are not invisible to me. In a 

world of distraction, attention 
is the rarest gift, and therefore 
the most respectful.Respect also 
requires humility. The moment we 
believe we have nothing to learn 
from another person, we have 
already disrespected them. The 
etiquette of respect assumes that 
every person carries a piece of 
truth we do not possess. The pau-
per may teach the king; the child 
may teach the elder; the stranger 
may teach the host. This is not 
naive egalitarianism but practical 
wisdom. No single perspective is 
complete.Finally, respect demands 
courage. It is easy to respect the 
powerful. It is easy to respect 
those who can benefit us. The 
test of respect is how we treat the 
waiter, the janitor, the refugee, 
the opponent, the one who has 
no power to reward or punish us. 
Etiquette that only flows upward 
is not etiquette; it is flattery. True 
respect flows in all directions, or it 
is not true.In conclusion, the foun-
dations of respect are ancient, 
universal, and practical. They are 
written into our languages, our 
religions, our philosophies, and 
our deepest social instincts. 

By: Cultural Expert of Jahan Akhbar
The greeting is the first sentence in the gram-
mar of respect. Before any word of substance 
is exchanged, the greeting establishes whether 
the encounter will be one of equality, hierarchy, 
warmth, or distance. Every culture has devel-
oped intricate rules for this opening moment, 
and these rules reveal what that culture values 
most. To study greetings is to study the soul of 
a people.In Japan, the bow (ojigi) is not merely 
a physical gesture but a precise language. The 
angle of the bow communicates status, rela-
tionship, and occasion. A fifteen-degree bow 
(eshaku) is casual and used among peers. A 
thirty-degree bow (keirei) shows respect to su-
periors. A forty-five-degree bow (saikeirei) is re-
served for deep apology or profound gratitude. 
To bow incorrectly is not merely awkward; 
it is a statement of disrespect. The Japanese 
greeting also includes the exchange of business 
cards with both hands, a moment of careful 

attention that treats the card as an extension of 
the person.In India and Nepal, the Namaste—
palms pressed together at the chest, slight bow 
of the head—is a greeting that acknowledges 
the divine spark in the other person. The word 
itself means “I bow to you.” It is used across 
age, gender, and status lines, making it one of 
the most egalitarian greetings in the world. The 
accompanying phrase Namaste or Namaskar is 
often spoken with a soft voice and a genuine 
smile. To greet someone without stopping, 
without eye contact, or with one hand while 
the other is occupied is considered a breach of 
respect.In the Arab world, the greeting is elabo-
rate and physical. Men often shake hands, then 
bring the hand to the heart, saying As-salamu 
alaykum (“Peace be upon you”). Close friends 
may exchange kisses on both cheeks, some-
times three or four times depending on the 
region. Women may greet other women with 
embraces and kisses, while greetings between 

men and women follow more reserved proto-
cols depending on the country and the family’s 
level of conservatism. The key principle is 
taqwa—mindfulness of God—and the greeting 
is a prayer of peace. Rushing a greeting is a 
sign of disrespect.In many African cultures, the 
greeting is a process, not an event. Among the 
Zulu of South Africa, the greeting Sawubona 
means “I see you.” The response Ngikhona 
means “I am here.” This exchange is not small 
talk; it is mutual recognition. Among the Yoruba 
of Nigeria, a younger person may bow or kneel 
to greet an elder, and the elder responds with 
a blessing. The greeting is incomplete until the 
blessing is given. This reflects a worldview in 
which respect is not merely acknowledgment 
but transmission—the elder confers something 
on the younger.In Western cultures, the hand-
shake remains the dominant greeting, but its 
meaning has evolved.

The Etiquette of Listening:
Respect Through Attention
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Listening is the most underestimated form 
of respect. We live in an age of speaking—of 
opinions, broadcasts, posts, and pronounce-
ments. Yet the ancient teachers of etiquette 
understood that the person who listens holds 
the greater power and shows the greater hon-
or. The Book of Proverbs advises, “Everyone 
should be quick to listen, slow to speak.” The 
Quran instructs believers to listen attentively 
when the Quran is recited. Confucius taught 
that the superior person listens before speak-
ing. Across traditions, listening is not passivity 
but a moral act.To listen respectfully is to 
give someone the gift of your full attention. 
This means putting down the phone, turning 
away from the screen, making eye contact, 
and resisting the urge to interrupt. It means 

listening not to reply but to understand. The 
psychologist Carl Rogers called this “active 
listening”—a practice of reflecting back what 
the speaker has said to confirm understanding 
before offering one’s own view. Rogers found 
that active listening reduces conflict, increases 
trust, and deepens relationships. It is etiquette 
with empirical evidence.There is a difference 
between hearing and listening. Hearing is 
physiological; listening is intentional. Hearing 
happens automatically; listening requires 
effort. The etiquette of respect demands 
the effort. When someone speaks, they are 
offering a piece of themselves. To ignore that 
offering is to reject it. To receive it carefully is 
to honor it.Interrupting is the most common 
breach of listening etiquette. In some cultures, 
overlapping speech is normal and even a sign 
of engagement—research on conversational 
styles has found that in New York Jewish and 
some Mediterranean cultures, talking over 

someone can signal interest and enthusiasm. 
In other cultures, such as Japanese and Finn-
ish, silence and turn-taking are highly valued, 
and interruption is a serious offense. The re-
spectful listener must read the cultural context 
and adjust accordingly. The universal principle 
is not “never interrupt” but “never make the 
speaker feel unheard.”Silence is a powerful 
tool of respect. In many Indigenous cultures, 
silence after a question is not an empty space 
but a respectful pause that allows the speaker 
to gather thoughts. The Navajo concept of 
sa’ah naagháí bik’eh hózhóón—long life and 
harmony—includes the practice of waiting 
patiently for another to speak. In Western 
business meetings, silence often makes peo-
ple uncomfortable, and they rush to fill it. But 
the respectful listener knows that silence can 
be a form of hospitality—a room in which the 
other person’s words can settle.Body language 
is part of listening etiquette.
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