Andrew 

Study Abroad in Nanjing China


The China study abroad program offered by Brooklyn College presents me with what I believe to be the finest academic and personal oppurtunity that has ever crossed my path.  Now this might sound an ambitious statement, however, it seems apparent that ambition if applied correctly to this opportunity may very well cash itself out as a life changing experience.


You might ask me the same thing that all of my friends and family ask, "why oh why would a Tennessee country boy like you want to go to a backwards Communist nation all the way on the other side of the world?"  Of course I don't answer, but the answer is multi-faceted and takes me back to some of the earliest days of my childhood.  Life for me was always very simple. Hot summer days in the countryside playing around in the creek.  American life is beautiful in its simplicity, but I was taken somewhere else each night that would not only supplement my imagination, but make me yearn to experience the great mysteries that this endless world had to offer.  Every night my mother read a different book to me, painting tales in my head of complex lives in complex worlds with cultures and values that seemed comparable to that of alien life.  There were stories about kookaburra sitting in the old gum tree, elephants lost in the jungles of Burma, playful fish surviving the many dangers of the mighy Nile, and so on.  Yet there was one story, that always had an special effect on me.  It was my mother's favorite story when she was a little girl; a simple story, yet so deep it could really be read as a complex insight on the human condition.  The name of the book escapes me; the story about poor Chinese boy in charge of a group of ducks on a fishing boat.  He would allow the ducks time to play on shore, but if any duck were late by one second coming back to the boat that duck would get caned.  Of course, it was a sad story of the young lame duck who always wound up coming back to the boat last, and so always wound up punished by the incredibly strict boy.  


The cold cruelness of the boy, I think, was what would make that story striking to me.  And so that began my fascination with the culture of a strange mysterious land, about which all I knew were magazine photographs of colorful foggy lagoons and endless dirt paths along the Silk Road.  A place defined by wild ancient architecture and ancient traditional spirituality that still pervails to this day.  Dragons, martial arts, strange foods, Authoritarianism, I had grown fascinated by the Orient.


I have detailed my initial love for China.  And, although this fascination may seem important to one's own connection to the word, it does not explain much in the way of academic reasons for wanting to make China my next step in life.  The two passions that have developed in my life are philosophy and politics, two things that tie together in very strange ways sometimes.  In my philosophical studies I've discovered that the mode of thought that I most identify with is that of existentialism and phenomenology (some would say "Continental Philosophy").  Most existentialists tend to focus themselves on France and Germany, admittedly at the forefront for this line of study.  However, it seems clear to me that China, and the more broadly the greater far East, is a wild card that's managed to skate past modern existential study.  What I've been able to piece together through my own personal of Confucious, Lao Tzu, and other prominent Asian philosophers is how very concerned these cultures tend to be with man's being in relation to the world.  The only difference between the Asian philosophers and traditional existentialists that jumps out is the level of compassion seen by the Asian philosophers; as opposed to the cold connection of man to society in the German and French schools.  In fact, I would argue that the Socialism that seemed to sweep the mindset of the common people in this region of the world is not only a product of the years of maltreatment and abuse by land owners (although a large part of it), but also a product of this collective compassion (note, that this is in no way meant to be an endorsemnt of Socialist political ideology).  A good example of this can be seen by the way that Asian cultures tend to treat their elderly with such dignity and respect, as opposed to "having to deal with them," which unfortunately seems to be a trend in the world.


In fact, my claims of Existentialist thought in Chinese philosophy are not unsubstantiated.  By now we have all familiarized ourselves with Nietzsche's declaration of Zoroaster's return to Earth.  However, a little known fact is how deeply both Nietzsche and Heidegger drew upon older Buddhist and Confucian writings to help form the basis of their own philosophies for man's being in the world.  I hope to one day be able to bring this trend in Chinese philosophy to the forefront of modern Existential thought; and build a base for my own contributions to the world of Academia on such a fascinating and colorful cultural and historical tradition as can be found in China.


I must also admit that I do have political aspirations.  As a staunch Capitalist, what is taking place right now in China is very exciting.  The current transition from authoritarian communism to a strange form of partial-capitalism is unprecendented in world history.  There's no doubt that a study of the country's current political systems in relation to its modern history is very important to anyone who wishes to position themself as a future leader in this new more "globalized" world.  As a proud American and veteran of our military who wishes to see America remain as dominant nation in the world, a study of the inner workings of the Chinese government is a necessary step for future leaders to ensure the political survival of this nation considering China's current jockeying for world position.


I love the Chinese people, culture, landscape, art, food, etc.  I wish to go to China for my first time this year as a first step of continued yearly study in and hopefully one day even living in China for a year at a time.  It is a land that has reached out to my soul in so many ways, yet I have never once stepped foot on any foreign soil.  I now finally have that oppurtunity, and God willing, the sky is the limit.
