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1st Prize Winner

Eating as an American
By: Anne Munk Christiansen
I
In November, my boyfriend and I were exited about being invited to a
real Thanksgiving dinner. Moving to a different country, there are several milestones to mark how well integrated you are – or at least events
that mark that you are not just a tourist (and the touristy feeling is easy
to get in New York City). Having already visited a “real” New Yorker –
and the wonderful thing about real New Yorkers is of course that almost all of them are newcomers or immigrants – we were exited to
reach the next point of confidence: Being invited to a Thanksgiving
dinner.
The Thanksgiving in question was a student gathering and therefore set
up as a potluck, so quickly the question arose: What should we bring?
We were told to bring a side dish, but as neither of us had any idea of
what a Thanksgiving dinner consisted of (except the turkey, which was
taken care of), we had to inquire further. “Bring a national dish,” we
were then told. Not that it helped a lot; while a lot of cultures do have
interesting dishes, the Danes traditionally eat pork, potatoes, and cabbage, maybe spicing it up with herring around Christmas time. I wasn’t
really sure that grønlangkål (kale with lard and cream) would be very
popular at the partly vegetarian party.
At a Christmas Fair in the Danish Church in Brooklyn – a bizarre affair
of imagined national identity – we’d purchased a nice blue biscuit tin
with Danish butter cookies that we intended to bring, but it didn’t really
suffice as a side dish, so we settled on cabbage and made a salad with
red cabbage, apples, and an exotic touch of definitely-not-Scandinavian
pomegranate.
II
While counting down to Thanksgiving and the much-needed days off
that it provided, I began wondering how exactly the dinner would turn
out. What had struck me as curious and different in the American food
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culture since I relocated from Denmark to New York was not so much
the food itself – though even well-known food items always seem to
taste different when one is traveling – as it was the social contexts of
eating. Most intriguing to me was the very short time span set aside for
the act of dining: Would I finally experience an American dinner lasting
more than an hour?
Dining and eating in the US, the land that invented the drive-in restaurant, seem to be fast, practical, and often on the go. It is something that
has to be done, so why not combine it with other activities? Even in
New York, which has an inventive (and expensive) gourmet-restaurant
scene and a growing focus on delicacies like artisan cheese, roof-topgrown tomatoes, and grass-fed beef, the enjoyment of food itself seems
somehow hidden away. Food is an accessory rather than the main focus,
as a Danish friend of mine experienced during a New York visit.
A big gourmet, and writing a thesis on food culture, Anja was thrilled
when she succeeded in getting a reservation at the Michelin restaurant
Per Se in the Time Warner Center at Columbus Circle. But when she
discovered that she and her husband only were allowed one and a half
hours to gobble down the extravagant nine-course menu – completed
with a carefully composed wine menu – it somehow took the joy as
well as the value-for-money feeling out of the 500 dollar-per-person
adventure. In Denmark, menus in that price range would guarantee you
the table all night.
The rush of eating is not only found in expensive restaurants, but also in
more private settings. Those of my Danish friends who have attended
American weddings – an integration milestone I haven’t reached yet –
have marveled at the short time set aside for such important experiences
as a wedding dinner. Also for regular, small-scale dinner parties, Danes
typically will sit for hours at the table, having that as the natural centre
of the conversation. The one time I tried this in America, the guests
grew visibly uneasy after the first one and a half hours; what to do at
the table when the dessert was eaten? They chose a solution that might
not be that foreign to the Danish dining habits, namely that of consuming alcohol instead.
III
Another essential aspect of dining is the company: With whom do you
dine? While the American rush of eating is frustrating to me, I enjoy the
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hospitality of the Americans. To have a dinner together in Denmark is
something quite intimate, maybe almost on a par with being invited into
the home of an American – it will only happen if you know someone
well. Due to the high minimum wages in Denmark, eating out is quite
expensive, so it is not the same kind of social opportunity there as it is
in New York. Therefore, I was delighted when a couple of fellow students who I’d just met asked me to join their tradition of Thursday dinner in a nearby restaurant; it felt as a very welcoming gesture.
To Danes, however, this openness may also feel overwhelming. When I
recently met Kim, a Danish friend of mine who spent the last year in the
US, and who now was back in New York on a brief visit, he was socially disappointed after meeting his ex-boyfriend for dinner: the ex had
brought his new boyfriend along. After briefly contemplating whether
this was a classic instance of the anxiety of losing (in the ever-changing
New York gay scene, the time span of a regular dinner is more than
sufficient for relationships to fall apart and new ones to emerge), Kim
figured out this is more or less the way you dine in New York: the
more, the merrier. At a gathering of his former fellow psychology Ph.D.
students from NYU, several had invited friends or relatives. One even
brought her own ex-boyfriend – and then spent most of the evening
talking about her wonderful new partner. “But still,” Kim complained
in the case of Brad, “I’d been looking forward to being just the two of
us.”
IV
While the social contexts of eating clearly differ across cultures, the
assumption that nationality can be found in a dish seems to be common
to most people I’ve met. It is a sympathetic idea that people can take
part in each other’s cultures by sharing meals, but there is also something silly about the concept of national food.
When Thanksgiving finally came, and we’d succeeded in producing a
beautiful purple and red salad, a guy from India (who’d contributed
with a Thanksgiving dhal) asked whether it was a Russian salad. “No,”
I informed him and felt a bit silly, because it was composed of American ingredients and prepared in Brooklyn, “it is Danish.”
When we first heard about the Thanksgiving party, it was called “The
Orphan Thanksgiving”, which suggested something adopted rather than
traditional – and what we associated with a “real” Thanksgiving dinner
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(as well as what we hoped to experience) was of course tradition, or
some version of a Thanksgiving spirit. The persons invited were a kind
of New York Thanksgiving leftovers: Those who thought it too expensive to travel all the way to New Mexico to eat turkey for a single day;
those who found it too irksome to go through an entire Thanksgiving
dinner with Republican family members with whom they did not have
much, if anything, in common; and those who just couldn’t see anything of special worth in Thanksgiving, especially not three weeks before the end of the semester. Most of the company, however, consisted
of international students – Germans, Turks, Canadians, Indians, and us,
Danes – who needed a bit of advice on how to celebrate this holiday
properly.
VI
Did we experience the Americans sitting down and eating in the way
Danes would have done? No, of course not. After a delay of a couple of
hours (even though it was a good-sized oven, there were some logistical
problems with fitting in the sweet potatoes, the vegetarian tofu turkey
substitute also known as Tofurky, and the bean and corn casseroles beside the real turkey), we were finally ready to help ourselves at the
overwhelming cornucopia of food.
In the living room, where seating space was limited, the Germans and
the Indian sat and ate and chatted and praised the food, as did we. The
cornbread was wonderfully moist, the corn-chili casserole hearty and
spicy, and the turkey was tasty and not dry at all; but the North Americans didn’t really seem to focus on the food or on the noble art of general dinner conversation. Instead, as I had experienced before, the conversations were in smaller groups, semi-private, individual – and it
struck me that this kind of food culture also mirrors the individualism
of the American society. Maybe my way of perceiving a joint dinner is
a social-democratic one, shaped by my youth and childhood in different
sorts of public institutions, where shared meals often would be a kind of
pedagogic tool, used to teach the kids to share and to have conversations at the table.
Beside the pleasant occupation of sharing a meal with new people, such
kinds of micro-level social food studies are thought-provoking ways to
experience different cultures; one’s perception of normal social behavior and routine is challenged in a very tangible way. I’m looking forward to having some Americans over for dinner.
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2nd Prize Winner

Untitled
By: Jennifer Thomson

Coming from an English speaking country, living in the USA feels like
a half-way house between home and abroad. I speak the same language,
draw hugely from the same cultural sources, and enjoy that “special
relationship” that (apparently) exists between the US and the UK. Although I may be overseas, a strange covering of familiarity envelops
my life in this country.
This January, three American friends from the New School decided to
pay me a visit while I was home, in my native country of Scotland.
Their trip was wonderful – a chance to hang out outside of our frenetic
existences in New York – and it taught me a lot about our cultural similarities and differences. Their visit helped me to understand that a common language does not necessarily mean a common culture, and that
any special friendship that unites us across the Atlantic Ocean doesn’t
extend to certain dietary habits, or localized linguistic structures. Just
because we talk the same talk, sure don’t mean that we walk the same
walk.
In what follows here, please find some of the noted dissimilarities between our two nations…..
Cultural difference #1 – the weather. No, wait, that’s being too generous. “Weather” in Scotland is just synonym for rain, grey skies and
damp. And in January, that’s COLD rain, grey skies and damp…..
Being from New Mexico, Florida and Georgia respectively, I was a little worried about how my three American friends would cope with the
freezing cold of a late Scottish winter. Not well, was the answer. Long
underwear, purchased in New York the day before their departure, was
not removed for the duration of the five day trip.
We drive up to the Highlands, stopping at Loch Lomond on the way.
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Having been stuck in smelly, overcrowded New York for a year and a
half, I am taken aback by the rugged scenery, the clear waters, the peace
and tranquility. I pontificate wildly, soliloquizing about the beauty and
ruggedness if the natural world…….only to turn around and see my
three friends turning bluer by the second, making anxious backward
steps for the warm car. I admit defeat, and we take shelter from the
cold. Nature is not to be appreciated at these temperatures. The Yanks
can’t take the bone-numbing cold.
Cultural difference #2 – the take out coffee. Whilst it seems like every
second person traversing Union Square Park has a cup strapped to their
left hand, Scotland doesn’t quite offer caffeine so readily (maybe it’s
too cold to carry a beverage if it involves removing your hand from a
lined pocket, even if said beverage is boiling hot.) Tea is the national
drink of my small country, readily available at any pit stop we made,
but not quite potent enough for the American contingent. Repeated requests on the part of my American friends for coffee “to go”, was met
with blank looks and confused expressions. Was this a particular brand
only available across the pond? Or some new expression the American
kids were bandying around?
Without ready access to their morning caffeine hit, I come to appreciate
my American friends in a new light. My friend from New Mexico is
somehow less vibrant, her eyes slightly glazed, a bovine look of complacency shrouding her face. Well, now I know why we always meet at
Joe’s – caffeine is her number one drug of choice.
Cultural difference #3 – the accent. Oh, the accent.
Having lived in foreign waters for six years now (ok, three of those
were in England, but that’s still pretty foreign as far as I’m concerned),
my accent has become discernibly lighter. I no longer roll my rs quite
so much, nor pepper my speech with casual “aye”s. Being thrown in at
the deep end, into the company of many a heavy Glaswegian accent,
therefore posed problems for my American cohort. Their independent
train travel on the way to Scotland from London, without my translation
skills, proved difficult. An attempt to ask the whereabouts of the bathroom, results in one friend being trapped in talk with a Scottish woman
whose speech he cannot comprehend, on a topic which he cannot discern the meaning of. Luckily, she makes her exit shortly after, leaving
my friend with still no guess as the whereabouts of any toilet.
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Cultural difference #4 – fried food. America is the land of McDonalds,
of Burger King, of Wendy’s, full-fat-milk milkshakes, obesity and fries
with everything. Scotland, mythified perhaps in picture-perfect stories
of beautiful scenery and ancient, clan-oriented traditions, unfortunately
carries within it an equally dubious, but slightly less acknowledged history of cholesterol loving antics. One of my American cohort has been
made to promise by a friend in New York who has spent time in Scotland that he will not return until he has tasted that most Scottish of
dishes – chips and curry sauce. The look on his face when he finally
partakes of this delicacy is priceless – “What is this?!”
On the fourth day, my friend, a part-time employee of a vegan restaurant in the East Village, declares that he can take it no longer, that he
fears for his arteries, and that not another morsel of fried food will pass
his lips for the duration of the trip. Yet, somehow, several hours (and
several pints) later, we find ourselves once again gorging on chips and
curry sauce. I pitched this trip to my friends on the basis of their returning to their European roots, of their enjoying Culture and Civilisation in
ways unknown in North America, and yet a sizeable chink of our time
seems to have been taken up with trips to pubs, and late night stops at
fried eateries. My country is more in love with artery-clogging goodness than I wanted to admit, it would appear.
This trip in January was a chance to share my home world with new
American friends. But, more surprisingly for me, it was also a chance to
reflect on where I come from, and the land that has shaped me. It made
me look at the old with new eyes. And, as my time in New York draws
to a close, it made me appreciate once again the range of people I have
met here, and the differences and similarities I have grown to understand. I might speak the same language, but our worlds are not the same
– and finding this out has been two years, and one transcontinental trip,
of fun and friendship.
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3rd Prize Winner

Who are you? Where are you?
By: Marisa Sefer
The Merriam-Webster Dictionary describes culture shock as “a sense of
confusion and uncertainty sometimes with feelings of anxiety that may
affect people exposed to an alien culture or environment without adequate preparation”. To me, there are two major problems with this definition! Firstly and most importantly, this definition assumes that being
unprepared in a new, foreign and alien culture brings out anxiety in everyone, rather than presenting other symptoms such as depression, feelings of loneliness, manic behaviors and many more. Secondly, it makes
the prediction that culture shock occurs only in environments that are
new or alien to a particular individual. Therefore, as the definition
claims, culture shock cannot occur if one is in a known or safe environment, especially if one is aware and prepared for it.
I truly believe that the one experience everyone is life has had or is
bound to have is culture shock. It is inevitable not to experience it as
some point in your life. Whether you move from Tokyo to London,
whether you visit India for one week, or whether you are merely driving
through New York en route to New Jersey, never having been in NYC
before. Everyone is bound to feel out of their element and environment
at some point in their life. The idea of being foreign in a strange and
new place occurs to everyone.
Based on my own experiences, I will now tell you a story about my life,
filled with culture shock on a daily basis. As you will be able to see, it
is not only in America that I experience this phenomenon, rather, it is
everywhere. On that note, the most important things you must know
about me are: I am half German and half Turkish; I have lived in both
countries for about ten years; I have also lived in America for eight.
“How are you foreign? You cannot be foreign! You speak perfect English” is something I hear when I talk to strangers and they ask me where
I am from. They assume that because I don’t have an accent when I
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speak English, that I must be American. Little do they know that I was
just extremely lucky to have an amazing ESL teacher when I started
learning the language. Yet, these same people would probably realize
that I am not an American if they only spent a few days with me. They
would know that I am not American because it takes me about three
hours to grocery shop because I get too overwhelmed in the cereal,
shampoo, bread and frozen food sections. Who really needs 50 types of
cereal and how can you expect me to make a decision so quickly?
They would also realize that I am not American if they play the game
“celebrity” with me. People will put cartoon names and talk like a specific character, while I just stare. The voices dubbed in German and
Turkish, have nothing in common with the American version. I can
give you many more examples of things that I did not know existed before I moved to America including: TV dinners, cookie cake (really??),
appetite suppressant spray etc. After having lived here for a while, I
have learned to do things a little differently, I have somewhat adjusted.
I now know where exactly my shampoo is, that I have to respect the
American rules of waiting in line and must never ask how much an
American gets paid. So while I may do certain things like an American
would, I still have not mastered the skill totally.
“You’re not a real Turk, you don’t know these traditional Turkish songs
or how to belly dance” is also a phrase I hear from many Turkish
friends. I never went to a Turkish school so I don’t know much popular
Turkish music. I never learned how to belly dance, because my family
didn’t teach me that. Yet again, if these individuals spent some time
with me they would see how Turkish I actually am. I eat yogurt on a
daily basis, read Turkish newspapers online everyday, and actually even
know one or two more recent pop songs. Turkey is home for me, yet
every time I return home, the same things happen that in some appropriate way I guess “shock” me. The taxi drivers obey no rules, the maintenance worker arrives four hours after his scheduled time, friends say
they will call but never do, and the construction that happened last year
is now being redone because it wasn’t completed correctly. Again, after a while I adjust, I camouflage myself in. I realize that everyone is
going to be late, I know that I shouldn’t take a particular street because
there will always be construction there, and I realize that while I may
get used to some things, I won’t to others.
“You’re cannot be German, because of you don’t look or dress like
one”! It seems that in order to be German one must wear Birkenstocks
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and be blonde, only one of which I actually can confess to. Spend some
time with me and you will observe that I am much more German than it
seems. I am meticulously organized, loved David Hasselhoff as a child
(no one but the Germans loved him), am very punctual, and love to
clean. I reminisce about old cartoons I used to watch when I was little
and am able to remember the strangest things when talking to a fellow
German about the 80’s, after which they do believe that I am German.
Yet, when visiting Germany I am always surprised at how “different”
and “foreign” I feel. I get annoyed and am again “shocked” by small
things such as: not being able to touch a tomato without a plastic bag
without buying it, the trains leaving at the exact time that they are supposed to, with not a second of a delay and my cousins shaking my hand
when they say hello to me (I thought families generally hugged).
As is apparent, I experience “culture shock” in many different countries
and in a variety of disparate ways. It is not necessarily because it is a
new or foreign environment and it definitely does not cause anxiety in
me. What it does do, is make me realize how incredibly lucky I am and
have been, to have spent my life in three very different worlds and cultures and that all of this has made me who I am today.
For me, I am who I am. People ask me, “So what do you feel like the
most? German? Turkish”? I don’t ever feel the need to answer this
question. I will however share my thoughts on this with you. I am organized, punctual, love gummy bears and beer as a German would. I
have very little need for personal space, always wear an evil eye for
protection, enjoy making others eat my food and smoke like a Turk.
And finally and I am independent, politically correct and sarcastic like
an American.
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Honorable Mention

RESIDENCY NOWHERE:
A Foreign Sense of Belonging
By: Leo D. Redmond IV
Human beings’ desire for belonging is a shared and fundamental trait.
Our creation of a bureaucratic system seemingly designed to expressly
deny the fulfillment of this desire is equally universal and all together
astounding.
I arrived in Turkey on a student visa painlessly obtained over the summer via two trips to the New York City Turkish Consulate, a transaction
fee of $37, the completion of a few documents and the submission of a
handful of those ubiquitous passport size photos.
With my Turkish visa good for a year I cheerfully assumed that I was
footloose and fancy free upon clearing immigration at Istanbul’s International Airport. Safe and sound upon foreign soil, it was time to tuck
my passport carefully away and begin to build a new life in Turkey as a
foreign exchange student excited to learn Turkish.
However, upon further scrutiny of the finer print of Turkish immigration procedures during my initial weeks of stay in country and the collective rumblings of fellow University students I quickly realized that
much more was involved in order to claim my Turkish residency necessary for my year -long study abroad program.
Stated plainly, although in Turkish, on the back side of my immigration
card was the single sentence: ‘Turkish Student Visa holders need to
apply for a Residency Permit within thirty days of arrival.’ Further investigation, through snap translations by any Turk with the slightest
knowledge of English willing to help turned up the fact that the application for a Residency Permit with its attendant laundry list of requirements needed to be completed in person and directly within those now
dwindling thirty days. The kicker being that all information was to be
provided in Turkish and required to be answered in Turkish.
Arriving in Istanbul not speaking a word of Turkish, suddenly my basic,
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although intensive, Turkish language classes became woefully inadequate. Rather than grant me license to live in Turkey for the year, my
student visa in effect had merely gained me admission to the true Turkish Bureaucratic Dance of Belonging for long-term residency. I had
thirty Days or I would face undisclosed legal sanctions.
Although I pride myself on being a nimble and limber fellow ready for
any and all challenges, here I was now squarely out of my league. Bank
statements, official documents from the University, a street address of
an apartment I was still looking for, mother and father’s name all had to
procured and translated into Turkish. Copies in triplicate, Turkish,
Turkish, Turkish, those pesky passport photos again, this time in an absurd amount, everything type written and in capital letters.
Thirty Days. This was going to take some serious linguistic, cultural,
administrative and bureaucratic gymnastics.
After an all consuming and endless amount of scheming and treasure
hunting for directions, paperwork and translations, that at times was
tedious, ridiculous and outright illogical, I arrived at the fortress-like
Foreign Residence Office ready to begin the intricate Turkish Bureaucratic Dance of Belonging. I was certainly not the lead for this number
and only hoped that I could follow the dance steps closely.
There I was, having arrived just as the building opened but my no
means first in line, between the girl from the Ukraine and the woman
from Kyrgyzstan; a young Lebanese man pressing tightly against my
back as he in turn jockeyed for position with the multitude of applicants
behind him. With my hands clenched tightly to the counter so ingeniously constructed whereas one had to simultaneously stand on tip toes
and yet bend down, head against the grimy Plexiglas, in order to
“converse” with the woman behind the counter I held my ground. The
throng of people pushing from behind was constant and physical. I
flexed my arms outward in response to protect my space. I had waited
hours to reach this counter and I wasn’t going anywhere.
Beyond the great divide of Plexiglas sat the finest assembly of Turkish
bureaucratic officers. Diligently, if lifelessly, cutting and pasting and
stamping and laminating. Enthusiasm having been checked at the door,
work continued a pace as the overhead air condition leaked water onto a
dangerously large puddle growing in the middle of the floor that threat-
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ened the spider web of extension cords that criss–crossed the office. As
the officer workers mindlessly stepped over this mid office water hazard without a second thought, the young care free chai server, dishing
out small shot glasses of piping hot sweet tea on a massive silver platter
to all workers looking for an excuse to remain unproductive adeptly
danced around the puddle without soaking his feet or spilling a single
drop of tea.
Shoving my paperwork through the mail slot of an opening, there was a
pit that began to grow in the bottom of my stomach and resonated to the
tips of my fingers. As a momentary pause to gather up my documents
turned into an eternity of scrutiny, I prayed silently that everything was
duly in order and the immigration clerk wouldn’t ask me any hard questions –any question at all really— and the desperate pleas of “please do
not send me back to the end of the line” were hard to suppress.
Within a few moments, papers were shuffled, stamps were meted out
and signatures were scribbled. The only true human interaction was a
quick smile as the woman behind the counter quickly grabbed my
eighty Turkish Lira as payment for services rendered.
Three times the woman said that I was finished. Three times I didn’t
believe her until she spelled it out in no uncertain terms that all I needed
to do now was to comeback next week to pick up my official residency
documents. Not wanting to shift my weight even an inch and allow
some else, equally as frantic and frazzled, to push in from behind and
steal away my coveted spot at the counter, I didn’t leave until she raised
her hand, extended her finger and pointed me to the door. I still had my
doubts about the success of my residency application and thus my ability to remain in Turkey as I followed her silent instructions away from
the counter and melted back into the masses.
The Stars and Stripes forever. Without question, I am an American by
birth and more importantly by choice. However, upon returning to
scene of the crime exactly one week later – again early but nowhere
near first in line—and receiving my Turkish Residence Card, the sky
has never been bluer, the Turkish flag never flown more proudly and as
I knelt down upon my knee to kiss the ground beneath my feet, the
Earth never tasted sweeter.
I practically skipped out of the fortress of Foreign Residence Permits,
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my heart bursting with song as this Turkish Bureaucratic Dance of Belonging had triumphantly come to a close. As I swiveled and weaved
through the crowd in search of the exit –and the light of day— I bade
farewell and good luck to those who were just arriving: a young married couple, a woman with a newborn baby, the troupe of foreign students and well dressed but powerless businessmen. Bewildered and exasperated. All looking to belong.
It is of interest to note that most countries and in fact most people are
most welcoming when they know that you are leaving. An indefinite
stay however always causes a bit of consternation and unfortunately a
more reluctant form of acceptance.
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Honorable Mention

IDENTITY CRISIS
By: Vandana Chauhan

I was born in Zambia, raised in Bahrain, and came to the United States
when I was twelve years old – that is usually my memorized response
whenever someone asks me where I am from. Where I am from, is a
very confusing thing. I have found that a select group in society does
understand the concept of an International Citizen, or a World Citizen.
However, that isn’t very personally satisfying. I am Indian too – my
parents are from India, I look Indian, I can read, write, and speak Hindi.
I went to an Indian School during my childhood where I can give anecdotal explanations for why Asians might be better at Math. However, I
don’t feel completely Indian either. What am I?
One of my past jobs was as a counselor at an organization for people
with developmental disabilities. Almost all of the staff at my particular
jobsite were African American, or of African descent. Once informed
about my birth in Zambia (a country in the south of Africa), there was
unanimous agreement that I was from Africa. “Girl, if you are born in
Africa, you are an African!” exclaimed one adamant coworker. Sure,
we are all from Africa – humans originated from Africa according to
current anthropological research. However, I certainly don’t feel African - I was simply born there. I could have been born in the middle of
the Atlantic Ocean, would that make me from the ocean? My family left
Zambia when I was around two years old and we moved to Bahrain.
My birthplace had little impact on my psyche – it was simply a technical occurrence to me.
That leaves Bahrain – a small island nation off the coast of Saudi Arabia. Saying that I am from Bahrain is more meaningful to me because I
spent my childhood there from two years to twelve years old. It was in
that country’s setting that I began to be aware of the world, and learnt
the basics that children learn as they grow up. I had my first friends, I
felt the heat, and I felt the dust. Images that people often times find very
foreign - of men in their white gowns and headdresses, and women in
their black gowns and headscarves – were commonplace to me and I
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never knew the concept of “weird” or different. I lived in a peaceful
Muslim country, in an Indian Diaspora, and was exposed to other nationalities too. To this day I feel a strong urge to defend Bahrain against
the radical fundamentalist stereotypes that Westerners tend to have of
the Middle East (because of the world events the media focuses on).
Feeling affinity to Bahrain is one piece of the puzzle to what a person
considers a home country – it is the earliest developmental phases associated with a particular context. There is no conception of right or
wrong, or even of awareness – one feels attached to a place because that
place holds the earliest memories. However, I still do not completely
feel like I am from Bahrain – there are enough differences yet.
Then, when I was twelve years old, my dad got an offer to work in New
York City. I remember looking at a map being confused by how a state
and, a city within that state, could be called by the same name. I remember the contrast of going to a school in Bahrain that had a large
active swim team, gymnastics team, badminton team, karate team, and
volleyball team to a new high school in New York City which only had
a basketball team and a dwindling track team. Moreover, my past
school had a vast expanse of campus space whereas my new school was
only half a block long. I remember looking out of my classroom windows and looking right into the living room of one the apartments
across the street. However, for being in a city so cluttered and small, I
learnt how to think very open and free thoughts.
Teenage-hood is that other significant developmental phase in an individuals’ life (besides childhood). It is during this time that a youth is
said to start their search for a sense of personal identity, thus erupting in
youthful rebellion and experimentation. It certainly held true for me.
Living in one of the largest cities in the world, it was only natural that I
was exposed to a plethora of different identities, accents, and ways of
looking at the world. I became less and less convinced that the Indian
philosophy (employed by my parents and what I was expected to value)
was the only way of looking at the world. I’m sure that I horrified my
mother and father with some of my flagrant disobedient remarks which
would have been unheard of as a teenager growing up in India (mostly
having to do with breaking the boundaries of what a “good Indian girl”
ought to behave like). I couldn’t help being different though – my
sense of identity wasn’t a clear cut case. I had and was being exposed to
many ways of thought and couldn’t be convinced any one outlook was
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the best.
Eventually, in my young adulthood, I realized that my fluidity – my
lack of boundaries – which posed itself as a problem earlier was precisely the viewpoint that was going to bring me mental peace. Life’s
problems aren’t simply black or white. When I feel that I have only one
worldview to advise me about a particular situation, it tends to make me
anxious. I like knowing that people are able to behave differently to the
same situation – thus it gives me a wider range of possibilities for my
actions and aspirations.
Now that I am pursuing a doctorate in Social Psychology (breaking two
generations of family tradition by not going to Medical School), those
mental boundaries are even more blurred. Studying and researching
why people think they do, why societies are the way they are, has
enlightened me. I am very grateful for the multicultural experiences I
have had which only enrich my intellectual pursuits.
The New School has served as an excellent platform for me to express
the lessons I have learnt thus far in my young life. I have met many
likeminded individuals (it helps knowing you are not alone in your
ideas!). My proudest accomplishment to date is having been accepted
into the Ph.D Social Psychology program, and being involved with
Imagining Global Asia, (a New School student group) where we put on
events dealing with multicultural issues. Both of these have been great
avenues to express my experiences in an academic and intellectual network.
As for who I am or where I come from, I have learnt to be satisfied with
being from everywhere, with being a true International Citizen. A
friend put the situation into perspective for me: I am an Indian, but I am
also more than an Indian because I understand there is a larger world
out there that I can influence. I am an American, but also more than an
American because I understand what is like to be in countries such as
the Middle East, and India, which outsiders tend to look at in stereotypical terms. Having been born in Zambia, but having no recollection
of it save a few pictures of me as a baby, only encourages me to visit
the land of my birth one day when I am able to. I was lucky to have had
an exotic and colorful childhood in Bahrain – in the Middle East, close
to the birthplace of many, many influential religious and social forces in
human history.
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Honorable Mention

Studying Abroad: A Formula
for Growth and Success
By: Olga Lenskaya
If I were asked to define the most fascinating thing that can ever happen
to a person I would say “travelling.” In this regard, I consider myself a
lucky person; I have had the opportunity to travel around the world,
enjoying a profound feeling of freedom and adventure. For a long time I
had been travelling without any particular goal - travel for the travel’s
sake, to avoid the boredom of staying home, to see new places and to
meet new people. I had been attracted to beauty, and the greatest beauty
is concealed in the world itself: the beauty that is worth seeing.
To me it has always been fun to look at pictures of foreign countries, to
think about who I would travel with there, what I would visit there. I
love to leave home for travelling: It refreshes feelings that I possess
towards my loved ones, and vice versa. While I am away, I love to
know that somebody is waiting for me back home, somebody who cares
about me. Travelling makes me appreciate my friends and family, and
to value their love. And I would like to say to many of young travelers
who are often afraid of going to a new place because of the fear of being separated from their families that they really shouldn’t be scared;
although the physical distance between people becomes bigger, the
spiritual distance becomes smaller.
Travelling is sort of a borderline in life. Once you cross it, you will
never be the same person again. When you travel, the world changes
around you, but most importantly, it changes inside you. Each trip
makes you challenge your beliefs and understanding of the world; you
often start to question things that seemed to be unquestionable before.
Travelling is a way of building your inner world, investing in your personality. And everyone can double the output of this investment if s/he
travels abroad not just for vacation but to pursue education. When you
study abroad, you simply take the best of both worlds, enjoying student
life (as you might enjoy it back home) but also having it complemented
by a non-stop traveling experience. There is no doubt that studying
abroad has always been prestigious; recently, however, it has also ar-
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guably become a prerequisite in order to achieve success in our globalized and competitive world.
Again, I consider myself a fortunate person because I have had the rare
opportunity to study in different places around the world. My most recent trip was in 2005 when my plane landed in JFK airport in New
York. And when, after a 12-hour flight and a 4-hour bus trip, I, along
with several other exchange students from Siberia, finally reached a
small university campus in the Pennsylvanian mountains, something
suggested to me that it would be a life-changing trip. And it was. Instead of one semester as was originally planned, I stayed there for three
years. And now, looking back at those years, I must admit that it was an
amazing time of my life, incomparable with anything I had experienced
before. My personality went through an unthinkable transformation; at
times I thought that it was even too hard to handle. I remember moments of euphoria that gave place to despair and melancholy. No, it was
not easy to study abroad, to learn how to speak a foreign language and
to adjust to a foreign culture. I remember sudden outbursts of joy when
I occasionally heard somebody speaking Russian. I remember being
thrilled each time I went to a Russian food store. I remember the feeling
of infinite happiness when my parents called me on the phone. These
and many other positive moments of living abroad overshadowed the
difficulties that I experienced. The three years flew by very quickly, and
one day I realized that I now have two homes.
The more I traveled, the more I wanted to travel. It is a kind of addiction, a positive addiction that makes a person stronger. I soon continued
my education in New York City at the New School. There are many
books written and many movies made about New York, but you need to
be here in order to fully capture its spirit; you have to breathe the city’s
air, see the world renowned views, and hear the city’s sounds. To make
a long story short, you have to live this life. And I am very pleased and
proud to discover NYC by going to the New School because of the astonishing way the university fits the atmosphere of the city: they both
are innovative, challenging, flexible, bright, distinct. They perfectly
embrace each other.
Unfortunately, it is too easy to get lost both at the university and in the
city. However, there is one rule that I have learned and would like to
share it with the audience: no matter how lonely it seems, you must remember that you are not alone. Just look around – there are thousands
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of international students like you who need friends. Try to socialize,
join a club on campus, volunteer for an activity, organize an event. Remember also that a university is more than just a department where you
study; it consists of multiple offices, whose job is to assist you. But
even when you go outside the university, you will be amazed by how
tolerant and friendly the US community is. It is probably a result of the
historical background of this country that was founded and populated
by immigrants from all over the world. In the US there is really no “me
and the others,” no feeling of being a foreigner like in London, or Paris,
or Berlin. I personally found it much easier to adjust to the US than to
any other country I have been in. But again, regardless of where you
are, your life is always in your hands, and your experience while studying abroad will be shaped by your attitude and actions.
I have recently asked an American friend what she would do if she won
a million dollars. Without hesitating for a moment she answered “I
would travel.” So, my advice is that if you ever happen to go to study
abroad, you must realize how fortunate you are. There are not too many
people who can afford it, but those who can must appreciate and enjoy
it as much as possible. If I were asked what I regret in my life, I would
say that I wish I could travel more: Travel all the time, constantly learning new things, meeting new people, broadening my horizons. There is
no book and no movie about a foreign country that can give you the
same experience as travelling there. The problem here, in my opinion,
is that when you read about a foreign land, you learn about a new place,
but the new place doesn’t learn about you! When you actually travel,
however, you not only see the world, but also show yourself to the
world; you discern the existence of the bigger world, and the bigger
world confirms your existence. And this reciprocity, ultimately, makes
life even more beautiful.
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