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Merging Head & Heart in China
Eveline Gnabasik, Bellvue, NE

Eveline Gnabasik earned her bachelor’s degree 
from Hillsdale College in Michigan. Through 
receipt of a Hatton W. Sumners scholarship she 
attended and graduated from Oklahoma City 
University School of Law in 2012.  In 2010, she 
studied Chinese/American comparative law at 
Nankai University School of Law in China.  During 
the summer of 2011 she served as an ambassador 
to visiting Chinese law students at OCU Law.  This 
fall she began an M.Sc. in Chinese Studies at the 
University of Glasgow in Scotland on a University 
Trust International Leadership Scholarship.  
In fall 2013, she will resume her legal studies 
in international law and globalization at the 
University of Aberdeen in Scotland.  
 
My reasons for studying abroad were two-fold.  
First, it sounded like a fun way to spend the 
summer; and second, I could learn first-hand about 
Chinese law and history while earning credit 
toward my Oklahoma City University law degree. 
I spent July 2010 at Nankai University School 
of Law in Tianjin, China. China stood above the 
rest as a study abroad option because it was so 
different.  As a law student, I endeavored to study 
the legal system of another country and compare 
it to our own. I knew that I could not find a more 
diametrically opposed legal scheme.  China’s civil 
law system (a system based upon written codes) 
stands in sharp contrast to the common law system 
(a system where law evolves based upon previously 
decided cases) operating both in Oklahoma and at 
the federal level.

Prior to my departure, I researched and read a great 
deal about Chinese culture and history.  Books 
like Lonely Planet China by Caroline Liou and 
China Guide: Be a Traveler – Not a Tourist by 
Ruth Lor Malloy dominated my summer reading.  
Through these readings I picked up on Chinese 
social customs (e.g. giving another your business 
cards with two hands and a slight bow, while 
receiving a business card with two hands and 
reading both sides), dining etiquette (Never cross 
your chopsticks at the top!), and basic phrases 

in Mandarin (ni hao means hello, zaijian means 
goodbye).  In short, I filled my head with factual 
information about Chinese history, the workings of 
a civil law system, and Chinese culture. I thought I 
possessed a significant knowledge of the country.

I’m almost embarrassed to admit that my 
expectation prior to arriving in China was to find a 
country very similar to the United States.  Despite 
reading the pre-trip orientation packet (which 
specifically warned against expecting a miniature 
America) and the aforementioned books, I expected 
my day-to-day life to be altogether similar to that 
to which I was already accustomed.  In retrospect, 
I lacked the context to even understand the cultural 
differences between the two nations.  However, 
it was in discovering this context that I began 
to internally understand and appreciate Chinese 
culture and unearthed the importance and value of 
study abroad.

As previously stated, my expectations of China 
and the reality of China could not have been more 
opposite.  It was obvious that the Chinese live a 
different lifestyle, based on a different culture, 
from Americans. These cultural differences stem 
from starkly different beliefs about the role and 
importance of society as a whole.  For example, 
Americans, and most of the West, place great 
importance on the individual and structure their 
society in a way that attempts to maximize the 
possibility of success for the individual.  The 
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Chinese place the greatest emphasis on the 
collective.  The well-being of society rules the 
legislative decision-making process.  This emphasis 
on the collective permeates even the simplest tasks 
of life.  As a result, simple things like dining at a 
restaurant turned out to be a cultural experience. 
The Chinese eat meals “family style.” In the United 
States individuals order separate meals at dinner, 
whereas in China dishes are ordered for the entire 
table and passed around.   

Fortunately, my foray into the Chinese culture 
did not end upon my return to the United States.  
The following summer, I had the opportunity 
to serve as an ambassador to the Chinese law 
students studying at OCU School of Law.  Through 
discussions and observations of their behavior, I 
cemented much of what I had observed in China.  
The Chinese students preferred exploring in 
groups, rather than wandering off on their own.  
They formed close friendships, including bonds 
with their classmates that seemed to be more like 
those of siblings than friends.  They thought about, 
and observed their new surroundings, in terms of 
what can be done to benefit China, rather than what 
can be used to benefit themselves individually.  

It’s first-hand observations like these that make 
study abroad unique.  While in China, I cultivated 
friendships that lent themselves to a feeling of 
belonging to a more global community, rather 
than just a national identity.  Through these 
conversations cross-cultural dialogue takes place 
and true understanding and respect of another 
culture develops.  This dialogue not only develops 
one’s resevoir of knowledge about a country, but 
it thrust you into a relationship with the people 
of that country.  The conversation opens into an 
awareness of the feelings of the people and leads to 
a discovery of the heart of the nation.

A prime example of the 
development of this respect 
revealed itself while I wrestled 
with China’s history with 
Communism.  From my 
perspective it was hard to 
understand why a people 
would embrace, and even 
revere, a system that produces 

seemingly poor economic results.  Through several 
conversations with my newfound Chinese friends 
and classmates, I began to understand the depth of 
China’s tumultuous history in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century.  

The invasion of foreign powers, the Opium War 
with the British, and the eventual invasion by the 
Japanese led to a deeply wounded Chinese ego and 
sense of national pride.  Mao Zedong’s emergence 
on the national scene through his Long March 
was a literal “rallying of the troops.”  The arrival 
of Communism and the structure and perceived 
security of a strong central government allowed 
for a resurrgance of national pride that had been 
missing for so long.  I discovered that in many 
ways Mao Zedong’s rise to power was less about 
the merits or demerits of a political system and 
more about the restoration of the Chinese national 
ethos.  

As an American, I believe the study and 
understanding of Chinese society has never been 
more important.  The relationship between the 
two countries is inextricably intertwined and often 
challenging. I sincerely believe education of the 
head leads to understanding of the heart, which 
ultimately leads to peace. Kofi Anan, the former 
secretary to the United Nations, summarized the 
importance of study abroad perfectly when he said, 
“People of different religions and cultures live side 
by side in almost every part of the world, and most 
of us have overlapping identities which unite us 
with very different groups. 

We can love what we are, without hating what – 
and who – we are not. We can thrive in our own 
tradition, even as we learn from others, and come 
to respect their teachings.”


