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OHS graduate sees highs and lows of life in Tanzania
Submitted by Anonymous on Wed, 12/31/2008 - 08:55

By: Hannah Disch

Many college students consider a semester abroad to be the highlight of their college education - a time for expanding their

horizons with travel, culture and a diverse social life. For Mandi Nehls-Lowe, an Oregon resident who is currently a junior at

the University of Minnesota Twin Cities, a recent sojourn to Tanzania was much more than that.

Nehls-Lowe is majoring in global studies, with emphases in Africa and in Government, Truth & Justice. The global studies

major requires students to study abroad in their region of emphasis, and Nehls-Lowe was awarded an exchange

scholarship to study at the University of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania. 

"I've always been interested in Africa," said Nehls-Lowe. "My Dad was in the Peace Corps in Kenya, and I really want to

work in healthcare. There are diseases that children there are dying from that are preventable. We have drugs, and

American children don't get the same diseases. Children are still dying from diarrhea. I really want to work in Africa some

day." She saw this trip as a learning experience that would help her along her chosen career path.

Nehls-Lowe arrived at the University of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania's oldest and largest university, on Sept. 3. Most of the

time she was there she lived in an all-girls dorm. She took classes on African politics, African literature, African

international relations, and peace building and conflict resolution. She found the classes to be less demanding than college

courses in the states and very different as well.

"There was more of a subjective kind of view, with an underlying Marxist point of view. I learned about African countries and

colonization from an African standpoint, which is still influenced by Western viewpoints, but it was definitely a different

perspective than one you'd get from professors here." 

Classes were taught in English, although the teachers would often speak Swahili as well. 

"In Tanzania they speak Swahili and English, but a lot of the students didn't study English until secondary school," Nehls-

Lowe explained. "So they'd only been speaking it for a few years. They don't speak it in the home unless they're a pretty

well-off family. So their English was not the level you'd expect it to be to learn your degree in English, and they had
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problems with words and idioms. The teachers would have to stop and explain."

While in Tanzania, Nehls-Lowe interacted with Tanzanian students in class but socialized mostly with other foreign

students, mainly Europeans. She would have liked to have spent more time with the African students and gotten to know

them better. 

She feels that she never fully acclimated to living in Tanzania. Because it is so close to the equator, it is an extremely

warm climate. It's against cultural norms for women to wear short clothes, and Nehls-Lowe found that wearing long skirts,

capris or pants made it even harder to deal with the heat. 

"With temperature anywhere from 85-100 degrees Fahrenheit, and humidity in the 90th percentile, sweating profusely was

inevitable, and if you didn't drink enough water, you'd feel the effects of being dehydrated immediately," she said.

"I didn't know any Swahili when I arrived, which is the primary language, so communicating was really difficult. I learned

little phrases before my Swahili class, but even the simple things were near impossible," said Nehls-Lowe. "Dar is the

commercial capitol of Tanzania and it's very touristy. I thought English would be spoken a lot but it was not as prevalent as

I thought it would be." 

On her second night in Tanzania, Nehls-Lowe and five other young women were mugged by men with machetes. Violence

was frequent and theft was rampant. A friend of Nehls-Lowe was attacked in her dorm room. Other dorm rooms were

broken into and things were stolen. Women could go out by themselves during the day but it was safer to go in a group.

Nehls-Lowe felt she needed to be on her guard all the time and really listen to her gut. 

"After the mugging," she said, "I had a constant fear about walking after dark (which happened at 6:30 p.m.). I never fully

got acclimated after that." 

While Nehls-Lowe was very concerned about her personal safety, she found the day-to-day pace in Tanzania to be very

relaxed and much less stressful than it is here. People moved leisurely, which she attributed partially to the extensive heat.

The downside of the leisure lifestyle was that it was difficult to get anything done. People didn't go by deadlines or worry

about getting things done on time. Doctors were out of the office when appointments were scheduled, and professors didn't

keep to their office hours. The police would say they were working on a problem, but she didn't feel that anything was being

done. 

Cultural differences

Tanzanian culture differed in other ways as well. The average Tanzanian has much less in material possessions than the

average American. Most people still do laundry by hand. Television ownership is much less common in Tanzania, and

electricity was a problem, going out at least once a week from anywhere to an hour to a few days. 

Water outages were frequent as well, often forcing Nehls-Lowe to carry water buckets up four flights of stairs. Availability

and speed of Internet service were erratic as well. 

"It's the little things I noticed upon coming back," said Nehls-Lowe. "High speed Internet, washing machines, consistent

electricity, not needing to pour a bucket of water in the back of the toilet in order to flush it." 

When she wasn't in school, Nehls-Lowe spent her time going to markets with friends, hanging out at the beach and visiting

a friend's house. Commuting was time-consuming and complicated, often involving multiple buses and a ferry.

Nehls-Lowe also travelled outside of Dar es Salaam. She went to Zanzibar and went on a safari in a game park. She also

took a bus trip to Kampala, the capitol of Uganda, to go whitewater rafting, and then to Kigali, the capitol of Rwanda, to see

the genocide memorial. That trip lasted nine days, 64 hours of which were spent riding the bus. 

Although she had planned to remain in Tanzania until June, Nehls-Lowe was forced to return home in mid-November. While

she was traveling to Uganda and Rwanda, the Tanzanian students at the University of Dar es Salaam had a student strike,

ostensibly regarding loan disbursement. Since the students protested for more than three days, classes were canceled,

and all Tanzanian students had to move out of the dorms and were temporarily expelled from the university. Men from the

army arrived to keep things under control. 

"When I arrived from the bus station at 11:30 at night, two army men with big guns and teargas were 'guarding' my dorm,"

Nehls-Lowe recalled. "I went on a scholarship exchange program, and being the only student from that program, my

program coordinators in Minneapolis had to decide what would be the best thing for me. They decided I needed to leave the

university, and gave me 48 hours to get on a plane. It was a really abrupt ending, but looking back, I don't know if I could've

lasted another week considering the circumstances."

On returning home, Nehls-Lowe had much less trouble with culture shock than she expected. She attributes this to

spending much of her time in Tanzania with other Americans, Europeans or Tanzanians who were very Western. Also Dar

es Salaam is a large busy city complete with supermarkets, movie theaters and upscale restaurants.

Nehls-Lowe did experience physical and mental difficulties on returning home from being under so much prolonged stress

and trying to process the traumatic events she was exposed to. In spite of everything, she feels that the experience was

valuable and that she learned a great deal. 
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Lessons learned

"I learned a lot about how it is being a minority," she said. "Coming back was hard - 'oh my god, all these white people'.

There if you were white you stood out in every crowd. I learned about Tanzanian values. They were so warm and

welcoming, the friendliest people I ever met. I learned a lot about dealing with fear, how much I can take, how strong I can

be when I need to be."

Now Nehls-Lowe wants to go back to Tanzania. She would like to volunteer in a rural area to really make Tanzanian

connections and learn what the rest of the country outside of Dar es Salaam is like.
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