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As I watched the baton pass 

from an aging George W. Bush 

to the spritely young Barack 

Obama this past January, I 

couldnõt help but wonder where 

the next four years would take 

me. As a graduating senior this 

upcoming May with a degree in 

International Studies and Span-

ish, I am not sure where I, or 

the other International Studies 

majors will fit in this struggling 

economy. My eyes and hopes 

have always been set on some 

form of international work, but I 

am beginning to question 

whether we might need the 

most help within our own coun-

try. òThink Globally, Act Locallyó 

constantly rings in my ears, but 

as I struggle to look for work do-

mestically, I fall short. As our 

own country struggles, will the 

graduating members look over-

seas for opportunities or will we 

find the same dismal condi-

tions? Hopefully as this crisis 

unfolds and we look to the solu-

tions proposed by President 

Obama, we find ourselves capa-

ble of overcoming the obstacles 

in our future created by the mis-

takes of the past .We are the 

humanitarians and diplomats of 

the future, the answer to this 

crisis is in our hands. Our years 

of study and months of travel 

have prepared us for this mo-

ment. As we embark on our 

journey into these unsettling 

times we must remember to al-

ways òbe the change.ó 

DECEMBER 2008:  

  Mihai Morar 

  Gabriela Resende 

    

The International Studies Graduating  

Class of 2008  
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International Studies 

By Max Marshall 

By the time my second semester at 
Peking University rolled around, I 
had gotten very comfortable with 
the lifestyle of a Beijinger. In sync 
with the buzzing energy of the rest 
of the sprawling city of twenty 
million, I started my mornings 
bright and early, just after sunrise, 
to take full advantage of the day. 
After showering (hot water if I was 
lucky), I would fill my glass tea mug 
with fragrant, dried jasmine 
flowers, green tea leaves, and 
boiled tap water from a com-
munal thermos. I would say 
goodbye to my ayi (host 
mother), hop on my snazzy 
electric bike (I tried to be envi-
ronmentally conscious while 
living in one of the most pol-
luted cities on Earth), and ride 
through the hutong alleyways 
toward campus, weaving in and 
out of the chaotic rush hour 
bicycle traffic. I would always 
stop at my favorite breakfast spot ς 
a street side steamer cart owned 
by a family of migrant workers 
from Hangzhou in the south ς to 
pick up a plastic baggie filled with 
fresh, savory baozi, which are 
small, steamed, meat-filled break-
fast dumplings, usually covered 
with vinegar and hot sauce - always 
eaten with disposable chopsticks. 

Continuing down the route toward 
campus, I would pass the neighbor-
hood grocery vendors unloading 
crates of fresh fruit and vegetables 
and organizing them into neat piles 
in the back of a minivan or scat-
tered in crates around the entrance 
to their family shop, swerve to 
avoid playful school children run-
ning around the streets in matching 
jumpsuits teasing each other be-
fore the first class bell rang, pause 
to appreciate the gangs of elderly 
retirees gathered together to so-
cialize, practice Tai Chi, and stretch 
their aging bodies on bizarre, color-
ful jungle gym equipment con-
structed under government health 

initiatives, hurry past huge modern 
electronics markets with flashing 
neon Chinese signs, and then pass 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ŦŀƳƻǳǎƭȅ 
ornate West Gate ς guarded by 
two stoic, stone lions and sur-
rounded by beautifully landscaped 
gardens, ponds, bridges and willow 
trees. 

Sitting in class, my international 

classmates and I would practice 
our Chinese with professors who 
would lecture about the superiority 
of China, spouting Communist 
Party slogans and criticizing the 
Japanese, while hinting to us 
through body language and facial 
ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƴŜŎŜǎπ
sarily believe a word of what they 
were telling us ς something they 
would never admit verbally. Most 
of our impressions of the Chinese 
mentality came to us through our 
professors and local Chinese lan-
guage-partners. Living in China 
during this very exciting period ς 
economic and cultural awakening, 
the Sichuan earthquake, the Tibet 
ǳǇǊƛǎƛƴƎΣ ·ƛƴƧƛŀƴƎ άǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎƳέ ŀƴŘ 
suppression, massive flooding in 
the south, a winter blizzard that 
crippled the nation, Olympic torch 
protests around the world, a rising 
tide of nationalistic sentiment 
among the youth, and the buildup 
to the climax of the Olympic Games 
ς we, the foreign observers, were 
able to witness a good sampling of 
the opinionated Chinese mentality. 

In order to live successfully in 
China, you must train yourself to 
think about the world in a com-
pletely different way. 

I, along with the rest of my interna-
tional friends, got used to being 
ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ άƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊǎέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ 
population. Because we looked 
foreign physically and spoke Chi-
nese with a sloppy, unrefined ac-

cent, we were immediately 
treated differently by the 
locals. We were referred to as 
waiguoren or the less formal 
laowai ς both of which mean 
άŦƻǊŜƛƎƴŜǊέ ς implying various 
degrees of respect and insult 
depending on context and 
perception. It could be very 
frustrating in some aspects ς 
locals refusing to interact with 
us out of stubbornness and 
xenophobia, or Asian-
American students not being 

able to find jobs as English teachers 
because the locals assumed that 
ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǇŜŀƪ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ 
as European-Americans ς and it 
could be brilliantly liberating and 
advantageous in other aspects ς 
we were often exempt from local 
laws and cultural taboos because 
άǿŜ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ōŜǘǘŜǊέΦ 

After a while, the international 
students fell into a routine of bilin-
gual code-switching. We would 
speak only Chinese with the locals 
(very few of whom were compe-
tent in English), and amongst our-
selves we would speak any combi-
nation of European languages, 
ǊŜƭȅƛƴƎ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ƻƴ ά/ƘƛƴƎƭƛǎƘέ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
common tongue. Most of us spoke 
English, but there was so much 
Chinese influence in every day life, 
and many of the ideas, concepts, 
and landmarks we encountered on 
a daily basis were far easier to refer 
to in Chinese ς some things we had 
never even learned the English 
word for. A common conversation  

 

òBecause we 

looked foreign 

physically and 

spoke Chinese with 

a sloppy, unrefined 

accent, we were 

immediately treated 

differently by the 

locals. ó 
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about plans for the evening frequently 
ǎƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎΥ άIŜȅΗ ZenmeyangΚέ 
άFeichang haoΣ ƳŀƴΗέ ά¸ƻǳ e leΚέ άbŀƘΣ ƴƻǘ 
really. About an hour ago I chiΩŘ ǎƻƳŜ 
ŎƘǳŀƴΩǊΦέ ά¢ƻƴƛƎƘǘ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ lai with us 
to SanlitunrΚ ²ŜΩǊŜ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ŎƘŜŎƪ ƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ 
new jiuba ǘƘŀǘ ²ŀƴƎ [ŀƻǎƘƛ ǘƻƭŘ ǳǎ ŀōƻǳǘΦέ 
ά!ǊŜ ȅƻǳ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ditie it or chuzuche ƛǘΚέ 
άtǊƻōŀōƭȅ chuzucheΣ LΩƳ ǘƻƻ lei for the di-
tieΦέ ά²ŀǘŎƘ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ heicheǎΗ ¢ƘŜȅΩƭƭ 
pian ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜ ŎǊŀȊȅΗέ ά¢ƘŀƴƪǎΗ Zaijian pen-
gyouΗέ άtŜŀŎŜΦέ 

Needless to say, coming back to America 
after fourteen months of living in Beijing 
and adapting to a wholly unique and inde-
pendent lifestyle was very difficult. It was 
arguably more difficult readjusting to life in 
America than it was adjusting to Beijing. A 
few days after the Closing Ceremony of the 
Olympics, I awoke in familiar but completely 
bizarre world. I was sleeping on a thick, 
American mattress with sheets and a com-
forter rather than the Chinese-style blanket 
spread out on a plywood frame that I had 
grown accustomed to. I brushed my teeth 
using tap water that was actually safe to 
drink. I showered in an actual shower with 
reliable hot water, a curtain and a shower-
head, rather than a wall-mounted hose that 
sprayed lukewarm water all over the bath-
ǊƻƻƳΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŦƭǳǎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƛƭŜǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 
makeshift chopstick lever. I opened the 
ǊŜŦǊƛƎŜǊŀǘƻǊ ŀǘ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŀǿ 
strange ingredients that I had almost forgot-
ten existed:  milk, cheese, ice cream, orange 
juice, deli meats, lettuce ς and around the 
kitchen I saw things like forks, coffee, a 
dishwasher, a garbage disposal. What do we 
do with all of these things? 

I walked outside and saw the sun through 
the crisp, unpolluted, late summer air for 

the first time in over four months. I hopped 
in my car and drove to meet a friend for 
lunch. The New Jersey roads, which I once 
thought of as chaotic and exciting, were 
calm, slow, and peaceful compared to the 
insanity of overpopulated Beijing. No bicy-
cles or suicidal pedestrians. No street ven-
dors or rickshaw drivers. I saw my first po-
lice car, and I panicked because I was no 
ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǘƘŜ άǳƴŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴŜǊ ǿƘƻ 
ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǊǳƭŜǎΦέ L ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ 
had privileges as the outsider. 

When I met up with my friend for lunch I 
ordered a plate of traditional Jersey pasta, 
something I had been craving since I left. 
My first instinct when the waitress came to 
our table was to start speaking Chinese. I 
refrained. When my dish came, I had a hard 
time readapting to eating noodles with a 
fork (spaghetti). There was no hot sauce 
and vinegar on the table, so I resorted to 
ground pepper. When I called for the wait-
ress to bring me a glass of water, all I had to 
do was make eye contact with her ς L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
have to yell fuwuyuan! across the room to 
get her attention. The water she brought 
was iced ς unheard of in Beijing where the 
only water you are served with a meal is 
boiling. I noticed that everyone around me 
was speaking English. Once again, I was in 
the majority. Using English as a code lan-
guage in public was no longer an option. 
Sitting on a public bus and openly discussing 
the vulgar details of a juicy story would no 
longer be acceptable. 

All of the mundane details of everyday, 
American life that I had never bothered to 
consider had suddenly become painfully 
obvious. Aside from the luxuries that I im-
mediately began to appreciate, many things 
I had always taken for granted seemed 

backward, unusual, pointless, and ineffi-
cient: the food we eat, the way we drive, 
the fact that we go to a store and assume 
that the number on the price tag is the price 
we should be paying, when it makes so 
much more sense to haggle it down to 
twenty percent of the original. Like in China. 

Sitting in the back of my Monday morning 
history class no longer had the same appeal 
after coming back from a year full of camp-
ing on the Great Wall, evading Chinese po-
lice at desert checkpoints in Xinjiang, work-
ing for the Olympics and watching the 
Opening Ceremony in person, and compet-
ing with friends to eat scorpion shish ka-
bobs. Living in English was far from chal-
lenging.  

It took me a whole semester to fully adjust. 
When all the dust had finally settled, I saw 
my experience for what it was: a life-
changing view of the outside world, a price-
less opportunity for introspective insight on 
the American way of life, a chance to make 
international friends that I will keep for the 
ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΦ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ 
has only helped me to appreciate both 
countries more, to value the life we are 
privileged to lead, and most impor-
tantly, to more clearly help define my direc-
tion after graduation.  

Reverse culture shock was a small price to 
pay for a year that significantly changed my 
life. 

 

  



 

Fieldwork in Saudi Arabia 

Last year, while I was on 

sabbatical leave, I was a Visiting 

Research Scholar in the Oil and 

Energy in the Middle East program 

at the Princeton Environmental 

Institute (PEI) at Princeton Univer-

sity. I spent the year working on a 

book for Cambridge University 

Press on the effects of oil on the 

states and peoples of the Middle 

East and North Africa. While I had 

been to many of the countries of 

the region, I had never been to the 

Gulf. However, I could not imagine 

completing such a book on oil with-

out even visiting the Gulf states, 

and Saudi Arabia ς the biggest oil 

producer -- in particular. I was very 

fortunate to be able to arrange a 

research trip to Saudi Arabia (and 

Kuwait) for the month of April.  

Although I knew Saudi 

Arabia through extensive reading, I 

really did not have a clear picture 

what exactly to expect, nor did I 

have a good sense of how I would 

feel there. I certainly recognized 

that because of the strictures of 

Wahhabism ς the literalist school of 

Islamic thought that prevails 

throughout the political and social 

systems in the kingdom ς it would 

be quite different in some ways 

from other parts of the Middle East. 

In preparation for my trip, I got the 

appropriate dress for women, 

ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άŘƻΩǎ ŀƴŘ 

ŘƻƴΩǘΩǎέ ƛƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜŘ 

an affiliation with a major research 

center in Riyadh, the capital. It was 

from that center, directed by a 

Saudi prince and former Saudi Am-

bassador to the United States, that I 

organized interviews with an array 

of scholars, economists, govern-

ment ministers, oil industry bureau-

crats and technocrats, businessmen 

and women, journalists, activists, 

etcetera. It was an enormously 

fruitful and eye-opening experi-

ence.  

After 10 days in Riyadh, I 

went to the Eastern Province, along 

the Arabian Gulf. It is there that 

most of the oilfields are located. 

The Eastern Province is also the 

ΨƘƻƳŜΩ ƻŦ {ŀǳŘƛ !w!a/hΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ

-owned oil company, and Dhahran, 

ǘƘŜ Ψƻƛƭ ǘƻǿƴΩ ōǳƛƭǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛπ

cans (Standard Oil of California) in 

the 1930s. No doubt, it was essen-

tial for the purpose of my research 

to visit this part of the country.  

Dhahran was actually a fascinating 

town in some ways. It is a self-

contained and well-guarded en-

clave. To enter the town, one needs 

to register at an office at the en-

trance, and permission is granted 

only for residents or those who 

have some purpose being there. It 

is, unlike anything anywhere else in 

Saudi Arabia, an American-style 

town with children on bicycles and 

women wearing shorts and tank 

tops. There are American-style 

homes with pretty gardens, parks 

and playgrounds, and cafeterias 

where men and women sit to-

gether.  Outside of Dhahran, Saudi 

society is one of absolute gender 

segregation, and dress is both uni-

form and conservative.  

One of the most striking 

and illuminating aspects of my visit 

to the Gulf was witnessing the 

ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ 

within a context of relative uni-

formity. To begin, though, it is im-

portant to bear in mind that both 

men and women are covered in 

Saudi Arabia. No doubt, this has 

much to do with modesty as social 

norm; it also is characteristic of 

populations living in desert environ-

ments. In Saudi Arabia, men wear 

white long-sleeved, floor-length 

robes (thob), and a keffiyeh, or 

woven scarf, on their heads. 

Women wear black, loose-fitting, 

long-sleeved floor-length robes 

(abeya) and a matching shawl-like 

head covering. This is required of 

them as a minimum. Some women 

wear black gloves and black stock-

ings, as well; some wear masks that 

cover all or parts of their faces. I 

would often see women who were 

completely covered from head to 

toe, with either a piece of muslin 

covering their entire face and neck, 

allowing them to see out, or else 

wearing a facial mask with small 

openings for the eyes. These were 

the most radically dressed women I 

saw. However, there also were 

many who had their faces and 

hands exposed, and wore open 

shoes without stockings. For all 

those who wore black gloves and 

stockings and face masks, there 

were at least as many wearing lip-

stick and nail polish, and open-toed 

sandals with painted toenails. Some 

women would cover all but their 

eyes with a mask, and would show 

off heavily made up eyes, some-

times with multiple colors! Indeed, 

the variation within uniformity was 

striking.  

/ƭŜŀǊƭȅΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾπ

ism, in this environment of con-

straint, expressed itself in a politics 

of covering. Women were using 

dress to make a statement: to insist 

upon a degree of personal agency 

and autonomy.  This was not the 

ƻƴƭȅ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ L 

confronted while in Saudi Arabia, 

but it was the one that was the 

most immediately obvious and one 

of the most creative in terms of 

manipulating structure -- the struc-

ture of enforced discipline -- to 

express agency.      

Random Impressions from Recent Travels in the Middle East 
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By Dr. Miriam Lowi 


