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This summer I had the chance to attend the GSP course at the University of 
California Berkeley. The program was a 5-week course on the ‘Middle East and 
the media’. The course mainly divided into two parts. The first was mostly on the 
backgrounds of theoretical and practical approaches to the Middle East and the 
second part was dedicated to media –Based coverage of it. 

The participants were 
of two major groups of 
The IARU program 
students and the other 
of UC Berkeley 
students and some 
summer program 
participants from other 
universities. Altogether 
the formation of the 13 
students mainly from 
different nationalities 

and ethnicities (almost 
10 different countries) 
created a unique atmosphere and learning environment. 

The course was managed under the supervision of the center of Middle Eastern 
studies at the UC Berkeley that the faculties were from variety of interdisciplinary 
majors including environmental Design, sociology and media studies. 

The coursework was mainly consisted of selected readings and website 
developing skills including creating an individual website and a collective one for 

Figure 1 The UC Berkeley campus from an overlooking hill top, photo by author 



the final project presentation.   As for the course assessment there was a midterm 
evaluation of the individual website and Blog and for the final the project was 
presented in front of Jury of the Center’s Faculty in the form of the collective 
website. 

My Experience 

The course and its collective prospective 

As someone already involved in comparative studies and being originally from the 
Middle East, the course was not only attractive but also academically effective. 
The theoretical discussions were mainly interactive give and take points and 
helped me to develop a more profound understanding of the known issues from 
different cultural, political and social standpoints. There were also several newly 
informed and inspired ideas and discourses that persuaded me to widen my fields 
of scientific inquiry. 

The Middle East is indeed a complex topic to study and as an architect, I can 
realize now that it is insufficient to talk about its contemporary state of affairs 
merely from one perspective of either political or social or economic. Middle East 
with Its high Geopolitical importance for many developed, developing and 
underdeveloped countries is even hard to define just based on geography, history, 
religion or language.  

During the course I felt that even though the definition is made due to political 
preferences it is not very elucidating and efficient when it comes to more 
concrete domains of cultural identity, political realism, social integrity and 
religious coherence. I even felt a stronger critical stance toward the concept when 
I realized how it is biased through the exogenous orientalist approach of the 
foreign eyes. 

In conclusion, for me a new level of appreciating identity in design, architecture 
and urbanism has emerged. Regarding my research in housing in Iran and Japan I 
consider my insights facilitated by the course as highly effective and illuminating.  



Another notable contribution of the course was a brief but intensive study of 
media in its classical form and the emergent new Social media means. In the field 
it built environment raising awareness toward our living places and urban spaces 
requires an integral role of the media. By reviewing the strengths and weaknesses 
at the classical media and news networks and newspapers me bone able to better 
see the opportunities and Threats of the emerging influential social media. 

This insight was far better realized by practicing an online Journalism –creating 
websites- during the course which gave me serious thoughts on revising my 
online publishing practices. It provided a deeper knowledge by doing as a 
workshop after the theoretical coverage1

Learning by being there 

.  

By being at another university like UC Berkeley and technically studying there, not 
only gave me a new experience of learning environment with different 
atmosphere but it also gave me a chance to look back and recognize new features 
of the place I was before (the University of Tokyo). The classes, instructors, 
Professors, facilities, materials, class management, research inquires and in 
general the learning culture at the UC Berkeley were in certain ways different 
from TODAI but as I said there are power points and weak points  which this 
experience helped me understand better. My academic stay in Berkeley helped 
me to realize that some of the weak points I had in mind about my home 
university (TODAI) are indeed good opportunities and not that critical as I thought 
so.   

The other good experience for me was attending in corresponding faculties and 
figuring out what is going on in similar courses of my Major. Here again strong 
motivations were made to pursue my research and studies back home. Meeting 
professors and students also triggered several ideas regarding continuing my 
education.    

The length of the course was another differentiating factor. Being not too short 
nor too long the 5-week program is enough to make a decent connection with 
                                                           
1 A list of the created individual websites could be found at http://arabworldincontext.weebly.com/students.html 



your academic surroundings.  I felt strongly to settle down every now and then in 
different spots and trying to contemplate. This is a feeling that I had less here 
because I always thought I am going to be here for such a long time that I will 
have time to explore my campus. Unfortunately there are many places in TODAI I 
have not yet explored.  

 

Figure 2 The lower Sproul plaza in UC Berkeley Campus. Sketch by Myself. Result of my contemplative pauses in campus.  

A semi-Japanese  

The last experience I had was the way I was treated as a representative of a 
Japanese institution.  It sounds very normal for people of different nationalities to 
come from one school in Europe or US but others usually expect the students of 
Asian universities to be merely Asians. I together with another Japanese student 
were the only representatives of TODAI and even though I was already a foreign 
student like many others in UC Berkeley, still I felt there are some noticeable 
distinctions. I guess living and studying in Tokyo and the university un-self-
consciously affected my attitudes.  

Standing aside native Japanese from TODAI, I felt half Japanese facing with other 
international students and I was able to explain certain cultural issues more 
efficiently to other international students. I never realized this while being in 
Japan, in fact I felt more a Gaijin in Tokyo which oppositely there I felt more 
Japanese than others.  



After all I am thankful to all IARU program coordinators for providing such an 
opportunity for me to elevate my awareness of the environmental influences in 
my academic life.  
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