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Dear reader, 
I say ciao to you because I am Italian and in this book we will see 
how people greet each other in different places and in different 
cultures of the world. In its pages you will find forms of greeting 
that will seem very normal, and others that will probably be hard 
for you to believe. 

All the examples come from my own experience, from the 
languages I have studied and from expressions that my friends 
have said to me; they also come from my present and past 
readings, from books I have deliberately sought in order to write 
this text, but also from all the other books I have read throughout 
my life. 

I’m interested in finding out what we say to another person when 
we run into them, whether they are a stranger or an acquaintance. 
I want to reflect on the ways we break the ice and start talking to 
someone who was passing by or who we had specifically planned 
to meet. 

How do we call their attention? What do we wish for them? 
Greeting formulas are fascinating because they have been shaped 
over a history of thousands of years. Beyond their practical 
meaning, they convey what we think of strangers, the way we see 
other human beings, the things that really matter when we are 
next to another person, what we think regarding the place each 
of us occupies in this world. 

Get ready to embark on a great journey! You can follow the route  
I suggest, but you can also decide to start at any stage and stay  
in each section for as long as you like. I hope you enjoy it!

ciao!
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OUR PATHS MEET Hello!

Ahoy!

What? My dear 
Alex, I can’t 

understand what 
you’re saying! 

¡Hola!

Hola and hello, two of the most common greetings in the world, 
share a common origin and most likely are related to an Old 
German word (halâ or holâ) which means «Bring it!» or «Come!» 
This expression was used to greet a 
boatman in order to get his attention. 

And hello was used in English in this same way 
until, thanks to the whim of Thomas Alva Edison, 
this word became one of the best known forms of 
greeting. Yes, and all because Edison, one of the people 
who invented of the telephone — along with Antonio 
Meucci and Alexander Bell —, decided that when you picked 

up the phone, just to make sure there was someone at the other 
end of the line, you would say «Hello!».

Now this is normal for all of us, 
but you can certainly imagine 
how amazing it must have been 
to hear for the first time the 
voice of someone who was not in 
front of you. Someone speaking 
to you from as far away as 
another part of your city or even 
from another continent. 

In 1880, at the first national 
convention of telephone 
companies in the United States, 
the badge that attendees 
wore to identify themselves 
said something like «Hello, 
I’m Thomas!» From that 
moment, this way of greeting 
immediately spread all over the 
world.

Alexander Bell, on the other hand, preferred to answer the phone 
saying «Ahoy!». But Edison beat him. Even so, just like hello, ahoy 
is also an exclamation used in sailing to say that you have sighted 
the mainland or seen another ship crossing your path. It apparently 
comes from the Dutch word hoi, which is also used today in Holland 
to say hello. 

Interjections intended to attract someone’s attention that later 
became a form of greeting are found in many languages, especially 
Nordic ones. In Norway and Finland you say hei; in Swedish too, 
but you write hej! In English the expression hi is also used and there 
are even those who say that the Brazilian oi may have originated 
from contact with the Dutch that in the 17th century occupied the 
Brazilian state of Pernambuco, which is located in the northeast of 
the country.  

But that is not so sure either, and there are many hypotheses about 
the origin of this oi. The truth is that when you’re trying to catch 
someone’s attention... «Hey!» Yes, I’m talking to you, dear reader, 
who are reading this book. Do you follow me? I was saying that 
certain words that we use to call people’s attention may have been 
created without thinking. They may have simply come naturally 
out of our mouths, a shout intended to make someone notice us, to 
avoid bumping into somebody who wasn’t looking, or to salute a 
ship suddenly appearing on the horizon: Hei! Hi Hoi! Oi!
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I WISH YOU  
TO BE HAPPY

Sometimes the desire to be well takes the form of a 
spiritual desire to be happy, not because your belly is 
full, but because you are in harmony with yourself and 
the world.

Namaste is the Indian greeting which is best known in the 
West. It is a word that means to honour, salute and pay 
homage to the person you are greeting. And indeed this 
word is accompanied by the gesture of your whole body 
making a bow.

As a form of greeting namaste already appears in the Mahabharata, 
the great Indian epic poem that began to be written in the 4th 
century BC. This work contains a text called Bhagavad Gita, often 
translated as The Song of the Blessed One, which is one of the most 
famous poetic and philosophical texts there is. If you’ve never heard 
of it, try asking a grown-up, especially someone who loves to practice 
yoga. Namaste is a Sanskrit word, an ancient language used in India 
in the past and even today to talk about important philosophical 
and religious topics. 

There are other Sanskrit words that express greetings and that wish 
the people they address to be happy, to be healthy and successful, 
or to find tranquility, peace and security. If one morning you meet a 
person who wishes you any of these things when they greet you, then 
you should feel happy for the rest of the day, shouldn’t you?

Namaste alohaaloha
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Annyeong haseyo is the way Koreans say hello. And what does  
it mean? May you be at peace. 

Arabs and Jews also wish you peace when they greet you. The 
former say «As-salamu alaykum», and the later «Shalom 
aleijem». Have you noticed anything curious? You have? The two 
ways of greeting are very similar, as Arabic and Hebrew belong 
to the same family of languages and many of their words share 
the same roots. These two greetings are always answered by 
wishing the same thing back and reversing the words: «Wa 
‘alaykumu s-salām» and «Aleijem shalom.» 

On the other hand, both the Korean and Hawaiian greetings 
work like «ciao» in Italian: they are used indistinctly for saying 
hello and saying goodbye. It’s as if we said «hello» when we met 
someone, and then we said it again to say goodbye instead of 
saying «see you later» or «goodbye». 

The Aloha Spirit is so important in Hawaii that it appears in its 
constitution to remind everyone of how we should all relate to each 
other. 

To explain its depth of meaning, the law itself says that aloha can 
be taken as an acronym for

Aloha is like saying hello, yes, but this word is at the heart 
of Hawaiian philosophy of life, since it means «love». More 
specifically, alo means «face-to-face» and ha means «life spirit». 
When you say aloha to someone — whether it’s a person or any 
kind of creature — you are recognizing the life that resides inside of 
them. 
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It’s not a bad idea to have a law based on kindness and 
genuine concern for your neighbour, is it? It is almost as if 
we all could sit in a circle and each of us would look after 
the happiness and well-being of someone sitting next to us, 
for example, the person to our left. When the circle came 
to a close, we all would have someone to take care of and 
someone who would look after us. 
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DAY AND NIGHT

The standard act of shaking hands occurs in formal and 
official settings. By shaking hands, we equalize the status of 
the two people who are greeting each other. However, even if the 
relationship is pleasant, it will remain polite instead of close.  
In most of the western world, what do you say in the morning when 
 you greet someone, be it in a polite or casual way?

Exactly: 
¡Buenos días! 

¡Buenos días! Buenos + 
We say it whether it’s cold or it’s hot, whether it’s raining or snowing, 
whether the wind is blowing or the sun is shining or both. All the 
languages in Europe have very similar formulas.

This is not much of a mystery, as in all forms the translation is quite 
the same. However, Spanish has one peculiarity compared to all 
the other languages. Which one is it? It’s a grammatical question. 

Why is the Spanish formula the only one using the plural form? 
No one knows for sure. One hypothesis says that it’s the result of 
the enthusiastic quality of the Spanish character, which tends to 
intensifiy each situation so much that “day” has expanded into the 
plural “days”.

There are other possible explanations, but scholars believe that the 
most plausible is the one that says that the greeting phrase used to 
be longer: «May God give you good days.» 

Christianity has profoundly influenced European culture and all its 
manifestations. Therefore, it is not surprising for the deity to appear 
in the greeting formulas in order to protect the people. 

Guten Tag 

Bom dia

Goedemorgen

Buon giorno

God morgen

Buenos días

Good morning

Bonjour

Dobăr den

GERMAN

PORTUGUESE

DUTCH

ITALIAN

NORWEGIAN

SPANISH

ENGLISH

FRENCH

BULGARIAN
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There are all kinds of similar formulas in all these languages. I am 
thinking, for example, of the German «Grüß Gott!», which is also an 
abbreviated expression that comes from Grüße dich Gott, meaning 
«May God greet you.» Wouldn’t it be nice to think that Almighty God 
has the time to look down on earth and say hi to you or me? It’s a way of 
seeing ourselves as being really small and at the same time being really 
big in the midst of an infinite universe. 

However, even if we can all agree about the 
morning, the other parts of the day present slight 
variations depending on the different language 
groups. 

Perhaps the simplest greetings are Portuguese and 
Spanish, which have three formulas: good morning, 
good afternoon and good night. 

German has no expression for the afternoon, but it can 
differentiate between guten Tag and guten Morgen, 
that is, «good day» and «good morning». On the other 
hand, French, Italian and English do have an expression 
for the afternoon: bonne après-midi, good afternoon 
and buon pomeriggio.

And then there is the big question of the night. So big and so dark is 
the night that one runs the risk of getting lost in it. How do we greet 
each other at night? 

Unlike Spanish, in the case of French, Italian, English and German, 
they all say good night only when they say goodbye and go to bed. 

When they meet someone at dusk they say:

And then to 
say goodbye 
they say:

Well, that’s not exactly true either because, in reality, the French 
and the Italians are even more picky: they only say good night 
when they are with the family, practically when they are already 
in their pajamas. To say goodbye to people on the street, they say:

H
ello, M

iguel! Is everything alright? 

G
ood m

orning, Rachel, how
 is your belly? 

G
ood m

orning to you too, O
lga. C

an you see m
e? 

H
ey, you! Yes, you, the g

ond
olier! I’m

 ca
lling

 you!

 Bonne soirée

Buona serata

Bonsoir
Guten Abend

Good evening

Buona sera

Bonne nuit

Buona notte Good night

Gute Nacht
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