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The single biggest complaint international students lodged about U.S. students was,
to put it bluntly, our ignorance. As informants described it, by “ignorance” they meant
the misinformation and lack of information that Americans have both about other
- countries and about themselves. Although most international students noted how lit-
" tle other students asked them about their countries, almost all students had received
questions that they found startling: “Is Japan in China?” “Do.you have a hole for a
bathroom?” “Is it North Korea or South Korea that has a dictdtor?” “Where exactly is
India? “Do you still ride elephants?” “Do they dub American TV programs into
British?” _ o A S
These are just a few of the questions American students actually asked of interna-

- tiona] students. While they no doubt came from the less sophisticated among their -

classmates, it was clear that international students across the board felt that most
Americans—even their own friends—are woefully ignorant of the world scene. It is
instructive to hear how students from diverse countries discuss their perceptions of
American students’ views of themselves and the world. ‘

Jaran: Really, ‘they don’t know vefy much about. other countries, but maybe it's just
because a country like Japan is so far away. Japanese probably don’t know about the
Middle East. Sometimes, students keep asking about ninjas.

Uag: American students are nice, but they need to stop being so ignorant about other
countries and other cultures. Americans need to look at the world around them, and
" even the cultures around them in their own country.

Mexico: The U.S. is not the center of the world. [Americans] don’t know anything
about other countries. Many of them don't have an interest in learning about other
cultures. The only things students ever ask me about in my culture is food.

CHINA: Americans know very little about China or its culture. Most people think China
is still very poor and very communist-controlled, with no freedom. There is a very an-
ticommunist feeling, and people know little about today’s China, which is quite
changing and different. New Zealanders know much more about China—perhaps it’s
their proximity. I think that older people here have more of a sense of history, and

that history, about the wars, about the cold war, makes them understand more about
the world. Younger people seem to have no sense of history.

ENGLAND: People here know surprisingly litde about England, and they assume a lot of
things, some true, some not. People’s impressions of me when 1 say I'm from England is
that I might drink tea off a silver tray, and maybe live in a castle, and use a red telephone
box. That's the honest truth. The questions that I've been asked are unbelievable,

Mataysia: T tell people that T am Muslim, and they take for granted that I'm an Arab.
How can they not realize that not all Muslims are Arabs when they have many
Muslims here who are American?

GERMANY: American students are much more ignorant of other countries and cultures.
1 suppose it's because it's so big, and knowing about California for you is like us
knowing about France. It's a neighbor. The U.S. is less dependent on other cultures,
and maybe that’s why they need to know less. Still, Americans come across as not in-
terested in other cultures, like they don’t really care about other countries. So they
think things like Swedish people are only blonds.

Inpia: Somebody asked me if we still ride on elephants. That really bothered me. If T
say I'm Indian, they ask which reservation? I say -I'm from Bombay. “Where is
Bombay?” Some people don’t even know where India is. A friend of mine and I tried
10 make these Americans see what it was like and we asked them where they’re from.
They said California. And we said, Where was thar?

. |1
France: People here don't know where anything is. For World War II, the teacher had
to bring in a map to show where Germany and England are—it was incredible! I read
somewhere a little research that said only 15 to 20 percent of Americans between the
ages eighteen to twenty-five could point out Iraq on a map. The country will go to
war, but it doesn't know where the country is! ‘
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Despite the critical consensus in these comments, it would be unfair of me to
represent international student perspectives as roundly negative. In general, students
from outside the United States warmly appreciated the American educational system
as well as the spirit of the American college student. The criticisms that they did have,
though, were pointed and focused. Taken together, they amounted to nothing less
than a theory of the relationship among ignorance, intolerance, and ethnocentrism in
this country, one that international eyes saw bordering on profound self-delusion.
When I asked the linked questions, “What would you want American students to see
about themselves?” and “What advice would you give them?” one German student
stated succinctly what many students communicated to me at greater length:
“Americans seem to think they have the perfect place to live, the best country, the
best city. I hear that all the time. I used to think you just got that from politicians, but
now I see it's from regular people too. The patriotism thing here really bothers me.”

It is sobering to hear these words from a German student, whose country’s histor-
ical experience in the 1930s and 1940s taught him the dangers of hypernationalism.
To his fellow U.S. students he offered this recommendation: “I'd give them advice to
l\ive elsewhere. They should recognize that the way of living in the U.S. is fine, but it

isn't necessarily the best way for everyone. T don't like to evaluate, and I'd like that
applied to me. Be more informed. Information leads to tolerance.”

It bothered a Chinese student who read in an article that American students don’t
want to study a foreign language because they believe that the world language will
be English. “I think they need to learn about the world, to learn a foreign language,”
he urged. It bothered a British student, who lamented how much of world music
American students seem to miss. “Everything here [on his corridor] is either black
gangster rap or punk rock, and that's basically it. They-don’t want to hear other
music—contemporary music from around the world.” ‘ ‘

The connection between lack of information and intolerance translated occasion-
ally into personal stories of frustration, hitting' home in the lives of some students. “I

" wish they [his hall mates] were accepting of more different music,” said an Indian stu-

dent. “I play my own music. I play it loud just like they do—Arabic and Punjabi and
other stuff—and they complain to the RAs. But it’s my right to play that too. Why
don’t they understand that?”

“They don’t accept other cultures,” speculated one Japanese student.

Once 1 was eating the food I had made—Japanese noodles—and we Japanese

-eat noodles with a noise. Somebody else in the kitchen area looked at me funny. She

asked, “Why are you making so much noise?” I told her that's the way Japanese eat

- their noodles, and I can see by her face that she is disapproving. It hurt me to see
that. Some Americans don't care about other worlds. ‘

One key toward creating a more positive cycle of information, self-awareness,
and tolerance was for many the university and university education itself. Learn a for-
eign language and study overseas, many recommended for individual students. Use
your education to expand your purview beyond your own country. For the univer-
sity, other students recommended a greater emphasis on self-awareness, including a
more critical eye directed to our own institutions and history.

For one Chinese student, the need to be more reflective about the media repre-
sentation of news and issues was critical: “Media coverage has a very great influence
here. In China, it has less influence because everyone knows it’s propaganda. Here it
is not seen that way because there is a free press. But it’s curious.” In American news-
paper articles and TV news, “the individual facts are true often, but the whole is not
sometimes. I can see how Americans need to question the way stories are being rep-
resented to them.”

A French student beseeched us to examine our own educational system:

Americans teach like the only important thing is America. There is no required
history course in.college. The history course I took on Western civ. at AnyU was
middle-school level, and it was very bigsed. I mean they taught how, in World War
II, America saved France and saved theé world, how they were so great. The
courses don't consider what Americans have done wrong. All the current events
here is news about America and what America is doing. If it’s about another coun-
try, it's about what America is doing there. There’s nothing about other countries




and their histories and problems. {In France] we had lots of history and geography
courses, starting very young. I learned about France, but then we had to take a
course in U.S. industrialization, in China, Russia, Japan, too. We got the history and
geography of the world, so we could see how France now fits into the bigger
picture.

For the international students I interviewed, American college culture is a world
of engagement, choice, individualism, and independence, but it is also one of cross-
cultural ignorance and self-delusion that cries out for remediation. It was a Somali
student who summed up all of their hopes for “America”: “You have so much here,
and so many opportunities. I wish America would ask more what this country can do
to make the world a better place.”

Inquiring into the Essay

Explore, explain, evaluate, a_nd reflect to discover what you think about the ex-

cerpt from My Freshman Year. N . \

1. International students, according to Nathan’s research, feel that many
American college students are “ignorant” about the world, even ethnocen-
tric, often feeling as if the United States is the only place worth living.
This sometimes translates into a kind of supernationalism or patriotism -
that further feeds Americans’ isolation from other cultures. This is a
strong assertion. Fastwrite for seven minutes about whether you believe
this is true, turning your writing whenever you can to your own personal
experiences with other cultures on and off campus.

2. Would-be members of a culture learn what it is they need to do to join,
and later, how they should behave to maintain their status. These inter-
national students are obviously confused about what it takes to belong to
American student culture. Explain how they’ve got it wrong, and how

 they've got it right.

3. Ethnography and most other qualitative research attempts to infer
from the few what might be true of the many. Evaluate the generaliz-
ability of the data about international students and how they view
us reported here. Do you find Nathan’s findings plausible? Why or
why not?

4. Reflect on the methodology of this ethnography. Imaglne for example, that
you were one of the students who lived on the same dorm floor as Rebekah

Nathan. How would you have responded to her presence? How reliable do
you think were the data she collected?



