October 28, 2004

The classes are really giving me a comprehensive awareness of key points of the last couple hundred years – many of the economic, religious, and political factors that impact Egypt and the region.  I’m really very happy about how my studies are coming along.  
Otherwise, I am coming to be quite comfortable here - focusing the majority of my time on my education.  
Of the five classes, a couple of them stand out as being particularly special.  My Middle East Politics class is run by a sharp, disciplined young woman of Indian descent and it is a really focused analysis of the factors leading to events that have occurred in the Middle East – primarily from the original Gulf War until today.  It looks at it from both an economic and political angle and the professor is on a mission to help us understand just how intertwined those two issues really are.  

The business classes are all primarily older Egyptians, 3-6 years out of college and 35% work for multinationals.  I am happy to be gaining a perspective for the challenges facing businessman in one of the 166 developing countries of the world.  During future MBA studies, I think I will still focus on a specific area or two of int’l business but these int'l bus classes in Egypt will give me the flexibility to look more aggressively into other areas like international entrepreneurship.  

I feel like every assignment I do serves the greater purpose of helping me to learn something I am interested in.  Consequently, a writing assignment feels more like a piece of journalism than some petty work for a teacher’s consumption.  In that regard, I am so far content to do what it takes.  After all, I came all the way to Africa to learn these things.  

My class schedule is actually phenomenal – Sunday (4-9), Monday (4-9), and Tuesday (3-5:30).  That means I have four days to get ready for the next week and I never have to wake up too early.  The Rotary clubs here are coming off of their vacations and so I will start having the opportunity to visit them soon, starting with Ghada’s club and I will branch out from there.  

As far as the students themselves, I feel comfortable with the way we relate with one another.  As expected, they all recognize that people from America are good and they only despise the policies of the government.  There is a remarkable sense of disgust for our support of Israel and more acutely, for the war we started and have been fighting in Iraq for almost two years now.  I wish that the fact that I am from Texas didn't automatically give people an impression that I might advocate some recent foreign policy decisions.  
On the other hand, I continue to feel extremely safe here – the police presence alone hammers this fact home.  In fact, there are around 4 officers permanently stationed on my street and I would go so far as to say that one is never more than 500 meters from the nearest officer.  One of their primary responsibilities is to make sure that foreigners are not given any trouble and so I haven’t heard of even one circumstance of anyone even feeling threatened thus far.   

Because of my proximity to the campus, I’ve also been able to take advantage of some of its facilities and activities.  I’ve been to plays, lecture on things like Sudanese refugees from the UNHCR’s representative, cultural activities, etc.  The fitness center is only a 5 minute walk and gives me the opportunity to do a little physical activity from time to time.  

I’m also just very pleased with the knowledge I’m gaining here – I have easily tripled my understanding of the region since arriving.  I am beginning to understand deep trends – like the fact that the import-substitution economic policy in Argentina is quite similar to the one in Egypt and so I can already expound on the negative effects that such a program would have had here.  I can draw from examples relating to the EU, my economic studies in Mongolian development, Model UN and everything else.  As a consequence, everything I am doing here seems like a natural continuation of the things I have learned and I am grateful that the quality of the school has satisfied my expectations.  

Generally, I study around 300 pages out of different journals and books per week – I’ve got a couple of short papers due each week, I’m responsible for leading a few classes, and I’m currently working on 5 different 15-page term papers.  The term papers are especially engaging and I am dedicated to staying on top of these things – making sure that I research topics that contribute to a better understanding of the business, political, and economic climate of the region. 

For example, I’m taking a careful look at relative degrees of water scarcity in Egypt, the Sudan, and Israel and the impacts of future population growth in the region.  The need to share resources between neighboring countries presents significant challenges to regional stability and as the problem of scarcity becomes more acute, the relative power structures between individual countries will likely be impacted as well.  I hope to shed some light on future power struggles in assessing these changes. 
The greatest thing about all of this is that I am actually getting a comprehensive picture of exactly what I wanted to know – the economic, cultural, and religious factors leading to the state of the Middle East today.  
