LECTURER 3

INTERCULTUAL COMMUNICATION
AFRICAN VIIEWS ON TIME
The metaphorical concept of African time is one in which tardiness, lousiness and a total disregard for schedules and program is made out to characterize all Africans. Tardiness is a universal phenomenon; it should not be made to hang around African’s neck like a milestone meant to drawn a criminal. This preposterous tag is seen as a harbinger of the continuous cycles of poverty, bad governance, monumental backwardness and a seemingly perpetual over-dependence on other peoples of the world for minimal survival. 
This, however, cannot be read to mean that Africans lack the notion of time or that of future time. The best we can say is that they lack “time-discipline.” With hermeneutic method, this is to seeks to give some justifications to this notion of African of time or Africans posture to time and observes that Africans relational attitude, her polychromous nature, even lack of some basic amenities, etc. are some of the justifications to these and concludes that there needs to be a balancing (prioritizing) of time vs. events considerations and that most people are usually somewhere in between the two extremes. It is usually necessary to adapt to the time and event orientation of a culture group. 
Every race across the globe has her past which constitute part of the identity to such a race. Time concept in Africa, in the distant past and in the present dispensation is intrinsically part of the identity of Africans. A reconstruction of African time concept in the distant past is no doubt a worthy endeavor for the purpose of historical reference, curiosity of how Africans lived their lives in the past and also to constitute knowledge of the philosophical ideas of the people about reality as a whole.  
This particular enquiry is masterminded by the beliefs of many people, especially in the advance countries that Africans do not value time, neither are they time conscious. To what extent are these submissions correct? A search into the past, pre-colonial time in Africa will go a long way to help to verify the facts about these statements. This particular work is, therefore, set to unveil the perception of Africans about the concept of time as a socio- cultural reality. What is time to an African? Does the Africans place any value on time? Is time, in any way, seen by Africans as a retrospective tool, to reflect on the past in other to improve on the present and plan for the future? What is the general thought pattern of Africans about time concept? All these enquiries constitute the task for this particular work.
In the traditional African setting, according to Mbiti, time is a two dimensional phenomenon, with a long past, a present and virtually no future. This is contrary to the linear time concept in western thought, with an indefinite past, present and future. Based on his research in some tribes in East Africa, Mbiti concluded that African has no time consideration in the perspective of the future. This is because the events in the future have not taken place. Again, because the tribes, (Akamba and Gikuyu of Kenya) two of the tribes among whom Mbiti conducted his research have no adequate verb tenses to demonstrate reference to the future
Africans have the tendency to relax, indifferent attitude towards time and starting events or arriving at events at their scheduled times.  There is this acceptance that nothing will start at the absolute time indicated on the schedule. Ironically, Africans love watches. They are always walking through traffic selling sleek knock-off watches, but apparently the time pieces don’t serve such practical purpose. Not 
every institution or person runs on this leisurely clock, but it is clearly visible every day and sometimes inevitable because of society. Swahili speakers have a saying “pole pole”2, which translates to, “slowly slowly”. And often that’s how things move in Africa. It’s not uncommon for things to happen or finish hours after they were scheduled, and this causes plans to often change. They can really enjoy everything they do and take the time to do it properly. Stress is not a really a factor for them. This general laxity of Africans about time, especially future time, pervades African people and nation’s collective attitude to work. It manifests in politics and economy, as in other aspects of national life in almost all countries on the continent. The general observation is that most African nations lack the foresight to institute enduring economic programs; hence the continuous cycles of poverty, bad government, monumental backwardness and seemingly perpetual over-dependences on other peoples of the world for minimal survival.
Differences in the conceptions of time, in the timing, and in the particular tempos of cultural groups are discussed as significant dimensions of intercultural communication. Time, therefore, is an expensive commodity to be used wisely for them. Values such as progress, success and achievement that are held in high regard are based on adherence to time-keeping. Academic and professional assignments are timetabled and obey strict time deadlines.
However, many African, Asian and even European countries like Italy or Spain that perceive time as more cyclical, regulated by rotating moons and seasons, are much more laid back.
Ancient countries such as India and Egypt, that have existed for thousands of years, evaluate time very differently. They, unlike the Japanese for instance, do not consider minutes, even hours or days, as desperately critical
While the time dimension in intercultural communication has been recognized, few communication scholars have attempted to cope with the complex problems involved in describing temporal behavior or in studying time-experiencing. Consequently, little is known about time as a significant and pervasive variable underlying all intercultural communication situations.
 According to Charles Darwin “A man who dares to waste an hour of time has not discovered the value of life.” There is a culture of impunity that is ravaging the African nations called ‘African Time’. This is an attitudinal and unapologetic disregard for other people’s time without any feeling of remorse. It is only in Africa where people come an hour late for a program or meeting and still expect others to welcome them with reference after intentionally wasting other people’s time. Anybody that wastes  time has succeeded in wasting a chunk of the life of the people
Africans  really need to wage war against the culture of impunity and indiscipline in Africa regarding time keeping. A continent where people arrive on time to watch their favorite movies in cinemas but will seldom be on time for meetings, lectures, appointments, or religious gatherings. One of the countries that have been ravaged by this habit in the past, Ecuador has declared a national war on lateness. After years of whiling away wasted hours, Ecuadoran businesses and civic groups have launched a campaign to force people accustomed to habitually missing appointments and deadlines to start showing up on time. Symptoms: Rarely meets obligations on time, wastes people’s time, leaves things to the last minute, no respect for others,” reads a poster that has been appearing around the country, dealing with chronic lateness syndrome as if it were a disease.
Dangers of not keeping Time
IT CREATES BAD IMPRESSION: 
No matter the virtues any African exhibit, coming late to meetings will always create a bad impression about the African people society and culture. The lasting way to create a bad impression for yourself is to always be a perpetual latecomer. Whether as an executive or an employee, not keeping to time will create a bad and wrong impression.
IT MAKES YOU LOSE OPPORTUNITIES: 
A perpetual late comer will always miss out on opportunities. As a businessman, being late is a very easy way to lose current and potential clients. If one doesn’t deliver certain services on time or if you fail to be punctual for meetings or events you will struggle to keep your business up and running.
IT MAKES YOU LOSE RELATIONSHIPS: 
It has been observed closely that people that can’t keep to time can’t keep relationships. If  truly one is to keep relationships, then keep to time. By turning in your work on time, arriving at meetings promptly and showing your coworkers that you respect their time you will cultivate a quality relationship with your colleagues.
IT MAKES YOU LOSE RESPECT: 
It is quite unfortunate for people that don’t regard other people’s time. Keeping to time is one of the ways of showing respect to others. Being late is extremely rude. Of all the people the pleasure to work with, the most successful ones show up early and always deliver on time. They respect the time of their clients, their coworkers and everyone that they are professionally involved with. By being late, you are telling others that you don’t value their time, and this can lead to many challenges throughout your career.  If you continuously fail to meet your timeline, the word will spread and you will develop a poor reputation. The easiest way to build a good reputation is keeping to time.
IT MAKES YOU LOSE CONTROL: 
People with a penchant for arriving late to meetings are often not in control of their time, which ultimately means that they are not in control of their lives. As one of the management team member in my organization, I have come to realize that when an event is delayed, certain aspects get thrown off schedule and can really tarnish the event experience.
IT IS AN ACT OF SELFISHNESS:
People that do not keep to time are always full of themselves. Not keeping to time is an indication that you don’t consider the other person.
IT REDUCES PRODUCTIVITY: 
It is relatively impossible to get the best out of someone that has the penchant for not keeping to time. Performance is simply a measure of how well you manage time and resources. Poor time management will always reduce productivity no matter how skillful and experienced the person involved is.
IT REDUCES HAPPINESS: 
It has been observed that people with the attitude of always coming late to meetings are less happy than their colleagues. Promptness has a way of invigorating and energizing the body. It feels so good to always be on time for events! I have often noticed that any time I arrive late for an event, I get flooded with the feeling of ‘worthlessness’ and guilt.
No society can hope to be competitive or catch up if it disrespects time. Unfortunately – and this is the bad news – the concept of African Time continues to provide a convenient excuse for the tardiness of those who are lazy or just plain rude. Of course, those who invoke African Time are not stupid, they know that by saying that it is part of African culture to disregard punctuality, very few will have the nerve to challenge them.
Like many things attributed to some ancient, but still prevalent social norm, African Time does not stand up to scrutiny. If you go to even the simplest village you immediately realize just how much the village folk respect time. If there is a gathering, the ordinary folk will all be there on time. What’s more, even the unemployed villager will be up at the crack of dawn to make the most of his day. So African Time is nothing but a myth.
I suspect all of us have known all along that African Time is a very tall tale told by those who want to be late and hide behind some supposedly collective and cultural disregard for time. But too many of us have been too polite to laugh in the face of those who try to peddle this nonsense and to tell them to be on time. Quite why we have been prepared to suffer largely in silence is beyond me, but I do think that in 2010 the time is ripe to say enough is enough.
African Time continues to give Africans a bad name. It lingers around like an awful smell that will just not go away. Everywhere you go you see examples of tardiness that can be linked back to the myth of African Time. I have lost count of the number of otherwise classy events held at swanky venues I have attended that still started an hour late. Nothing is safe from African Time. I have been to weddings that started up to three hours later than the advertised time. And the guests waited and survived on a mixture of small talk and gossip.
There is truly nothing more annoying than to receive an invitation to an up-market event and, when you arrive at the venue, there is hardly anyone there, not even the host. Invariably, if you bother to call them to find out why they are late, they tell you that they are around the corner, or the perennial favorite, they are five minutes away. Of course, that always turns out to be untrue and you end up waiting and wondering why they did not just choose a time they could manage.
What gets to me are the many senior officials in both politics and business that seem to delight in arriving late, as if this confirmed their status. As for the politicians, I have no words to describe their habitual failure to be on time – especially given that so many of them whizz past the traffic at the flick of their blue lights and their loud sirens.
What is particularly distressing is that the African Time bug has arrived at many schools. As you drive past a school you see a group of children casually walking over well past the official starting time. The child that has not been taught respect for time cannot possibly learn anything. The tragic thing is those who arrive late are invariably the first to leave. For some strange reason, they are always pressed for time when it comes to leaving their office or an event. That’s the only time you will discover that they actually own a watch.
The appeal to what seems to be ancient African customs makes it difficult for people to be direct in their criticism of African Time. We have all seen how those who have dared criticize what is presented as cultural have been branded intolerant, or even racist. As a result, very few have the appetite for taking on any issue that can stir the cultural hornet’s nest. But I say, let us unmask these African Time charlatans and tell them that they need to join us in the 21st century and start taking time seriously. They will cost us our chance for progress.
The time for tolerating the myth of African Time has long passed, and if we are to be masters of our destiny, we need to stop suffering silently at the hands of those who have fashioned this popular excuse for what is simply a lack of punctuality.

