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Culture Shock in Qatar
Madison Alexander, Moore

Madison Alexander is a Gilman 
Scholarship recipient and an Honors 
student at Oklahoma City University 
where she is studying political science 
and mass communications. Following 
her semester in Qatar, where she studied 
Arabic, she spent the summer studying 
Spanish in Salamanca, Spain.  
 
Studying abroad was never just an 
option; as in international affairs major, I 
considered it a necessity. How could I be successful 
in foreign affairs when the furthest I had been 
from home was the Canadian side of Niagara 
Falls? Studying international affairs requires an 
international experience longer than a spring break 
trip to Europe or Mexico. 

After my freshman year, I researched study 
abroad programs in the Middle East and North 
Africa. I chose this region for two reasons. First, 
my mother grew up in Saudi Arabia, so I already 
had a connection to and an interest in the region. 
Second, the Arab Spring was at its height in the 
summer of 2011. Both Ben Ali and Mubarak had 
been overthrown. By the end of August, Qaddafi 
would be exiled. I wanted to witness firsthand the 
aftermath of the Arab Spring and what changes 
would arise.

My mother insisted that I study in a country 
with a reasonably stable 
government. I looked 
into universities in 
Jordan, Egypt, Oman, and 
Morocco, but the costs were 
overwhelming. Finally, I 
found a reasonably priced 
program in Qatar that 
offered courses in my 
major, so I applied. That 
was the best decision I have 
ever made.

From the moment I stepped off the 
plane in Doha, Qatar was nothing 
short of incredible. No amount 
of reading or research could have 
prepared me for my semester there 
or the culture shock that would 
accompany it. Every day brought new 
adventures and experiences. Part of 
the study abroad experience is being 
pushed out of one’s comfort zone 
by not knowing what to expect from 

minute to minute. 

Besides most of the population having a basic 
understanding of English and driving on the same 
side of the road, there are few similarities between 
life in the United States and life in Qatar. Only 20 
percent of the population is Qatari, with the rest 
being a mix of other Arabs, Persians, Indians, and 
Pakistanis. 

At school, I was often the only woman in class 
without an abaya or hijab. During May and June, 
cold water does not exist. My sink only had hot 
water and scalding water. Bargaining with taxi 
drivers and shop owners at the souq (market) took 
practice. 

My courses--Women in Islam, The Arab-Israeli 
Conflict, and Islamic Political Thought--took on 
a completely different tone in Qatar than they 

would have in Oklahoma 
City. Not only were my 
classes separated by gender, 
but the layout of the 
Qatar University campus 
completely separates the 
males and females. 

The barrier between the 
two campuses is nicknamed 
The Berlin Wall. Women 
are expected to cover their 
knees, shoulders, and chests 
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in public. Wearing pants in 119 degree weather is 
not the most pleasant experience. Men are expected 
to wear long shorts and shirts that cover the 
shoulders. 

In public, men and women greet each other with a 
handshake, if there is even physical contact at all. 
It was the small things that made me aware of the 
culture shock I was experiencing. I would not trade 
any bad experience for a good one because those 
bad experiences helped me learn about the culture 
and about myself.

One of the most important parts of studying abroad 
is getting to know one’s host country and adapting 
to its customs. Even if those customs are awkward 
or seem ridiculous, it is important to understand 
that guests need to respect and abide by the local 
traditions and customs. Studying abroad is about 
opening up to new ideas and new ways of living. 
Studying abroad is not about being a tourist; it’s 
about integrating oneself into another culture to 
better understand the people and their lives. 

The most defining moment of this cultural 
integration for me was when I saw a woman in a 
strapless shirt and miniskirt at the traditional souq, 
and I thought to myself, “Wow, I can’t believe 
she would wear that in public!” Instead of being a 
tourist, I was the one critiquing the tourists. That is 
what studying abroad is about - learning to adapt to 
life in a different country.

Studying abroad has helped me realize that there 
are so many places I want to see, people I want to 
meet, and experiences I need to have. Academics 
are obviously important, but my experience abroad 

was about so much more than 
going to class. 

The friendships I made in 
Qatar will last a lifetime. I 
met some amazing people 
who gave me an entirely 
different perspective on 
issues that barely crossed my 
mind. Qatar has an incredibly 
diverse population, which 
gave me opportunities to 

meet people from across the world. From Bosnia to 
Chile to Libya, the people I met told stories about 
life in their countries that I will never forget. 

I have a deeper appreciation for how comfortable 
my life in the United States is, where my biggest 
problem might be not having enough gas money, 
while the people I met lived through wars and 
revolutions. They witnessed their families being 
torn apart and their countries being destroyed. To 
listen to them speak of these tragic events makes 
me realize how privileged I am. 

My semester in Doha not only gave me a deeper 
understanding of the culture there, but also 
provided me with a greater appreciation for my life 
at home.

Studying abroad in a Muslim majority country has 
given me a better understanding of the religion and 
of how ignorant some Oklahomans can be about 
Islam. If every person who has made a bigoted 
remark about Islam, Muslims, or the Middle East 
could have the experience that I had in Qatar, I 
could almost guarantee that no one would be so 
intolerant of those who practice a different religion. 

In my Islamic Political Thought class, I found so 
many similarities between Islam and Christianity 
that it often felt like one of my high school religion 
classes. Education is not only beneficial to the 
student, but to the rest of the population. Studying 
abroad helps break stereotypes and misconceptions 
about other religions and races. It is an eye-opening 
experience that teaches patience, tolerance, and 
open-mindedness.


