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right thing to do,” she says,
“and I’ve probably been
working ever since on
trying to understand if that
was the right thing to do.”
After graduating, Richey
pursued a Ph.D. in political
science at the University
of North Carolina. As part
of her dissertation work,
she conducted research
in Tanzania from 1995-96.
She examined the impact
of international development
policies on population and
reproductive health, including
access to family planning and
safe motherhood. She spent much of her time in
clinics where she listened to patients, talked to
service providers, and learned about their ideas
on child-bearing and health. She published
the results in her 2008 Population Politics and
Development: From the Policies to the Clinics.
But how did she get from UNC to Denmark?
As it turns out, the story involves Richey, an
Italian she met in Michigan, and, to an extent,
a former Tanzanian president.
In preparation for her dissertation research,
Richey took a course in Swahili at Michigan
State University. There she met Ponte, a native
of Verona who was also studying Swahili in
advance of a trip to Tanzania for his own
Ph.D. work. The two hit it off and arranged
to travel together.
While in Tanzania, Richey and Ponte
decided to marry. She describes the ceremony,
conducted in Swahili by a town official in the
Morogoro Municipal Office at the foot of the
Uluguru mountains, as “extremely unpretentious
and lots of fun.” The exchange of vows took
place in a “typical government office” amidst
“dust, peeling paint, government-issue wooden
chairs, a desk, and a picture of the country’s first
president, Mwalimu Julius Nyerere.
“It’s a great joy,” she says, “to have our wedding pictures showing the two of us holding
hands under a beaming Nyerere!”
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To complete the adventure,
the Tanzanian nuptials featured a
surprising array of marital options
— for Ponte, at least. Because
Tanzania is a multi-religious country, citizens are offered several
marriage choices. Ponte was asked
to decide whether he would like
a monogamous marriage, a polygamous marriage, or a potentially
polygamous marriage. “He started
to laugh,” Richey says. “I was
not amused. I kicked him softly
under the desk and we moved
forward — after checking the
appropriate box.”
The couple went to Denmark
in 1999 when Ponte was recruited by the Danish
Institute for International Studies. Richey took
a position at the Center for African Studies at
the University of Copenhagen, where she stayed
until 2000. After finishing postdoctoral fellowships at Harvard and Columbia, serving as
a project researcher for DIIS herself, and
completing a six-month stint on a coffee farm
in the foothills of Mount Kilimanjaro, Richey
returned with Ponte to Denmark. They considered returning to the United States but
decided on Denmark because of the opportunities it provided to achieve a reasonable work/
life balance for them and their children,
Sasha (14), Arianna (10) and Zeno William (6).

Today, in addition to teaching

courses in international development, Richey is
at work on a new project that looks further into
the roles of celebrities in aid work. She says she
is examining “how celebrities are shaping public
debates over aid, producing new ways to think
about connecting individual donors with worthy
recipients of their help, and changing the ways
that traditional development institutions work.”
She is also working to establish partnerships
between Danish and Tanzanian universities
to support Ph.D. programs, researcher education,
and organizational development for research
on human health, and she and a colleague are
involved in a project on images of HIV/AIDS
in China and notions of human security.

These projects will likely shed new light on
the field of international development, as has
Brand Aid. Which brings us back to the question
at the heart of the book: Is it possible to shop
well to save the world?
If the answer is yes, it is not in the way
initiatives like Product RED intend, suggests
Richey. She does think we should take the consumer realm seriously, but less in terms of buying
luxury products to support the purchase of AIDS
medication and more in terms of conscientious
consumerism. She believes we need to pay more
attention to what we buy, where the products
come from, and the conditions under which they
were produced — and then make a fair choice.
While hesitant to support a kind of localism
or nationalism, Richey does think it’s worthwhile
to “look at our own backyards” rather than to
focus our efforts exclusively on distant locales.
“We could look to our own neighborhoods.
We could look to groups that are being socially,
economically and politically excluded in our own
communities, and think about how to work in
solidarity with those people,” she suggests.
Lisa Elliott Grose ’89, a classmate of Richey
at Furman who has been inspired by her friend’s
work, is struck by what she calls Richey’s
“humanitarian side.” Grose marvels that even
when Richey’s children were small, she took
them with her to Tanzania when she worked in
clinics. “She thought nothing of it,” Grose says.
“There was just no question that this was a job
that must be done. She felt a calling to do it.
She is clearly a very gifted academic. She’s also
very clearly got a heart for what she does.”
But where does this passion come from?
“I think anger is a very good motivating force,”
Richey says. “When I see injustice in the world,
when I see systematic discrimination and exclusion and poverty — which shouldn’t exist in
the world today — I feel angry. That’s a big
motivator for me.” |F|
Karen Guth, a 2001 graduate, holds a Ph.D.
in religious ethics from the University of Virginia.
She is a postdoctoral fellow with the Candler School
of Theology at Emory University in Decatur, Ga.

Since President John F. Kennedy
announced the establishment of
the Peace Corps on March 1, 1961,
more than 200,000 people have
volunteered to spend two years
of their lives — or more — in the
cause of world peace and friendship.

Lessons
in
Service
Commemorating 50 years
of the Peace Corps

While the organization may have
reached middle age, its heart and
commitment remain forever young.
Today more than 8,600 people
(average age: 28) work in 76
countries as advocates for education, health, business development,
environmental and agricultural
causes, and more.
Through the years many Furman
graduates (and faculty) have
committed their time and energy
to the Peace Corps. To recognize
their contributions — and the
organization’s anniversary —
Furman magazine asked two
alumni to offer reflections on
their experience and its impact.
Their stories follow.
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As newlyweds, my parents served as Peace Corps volunteers in Brazil in the late 1960s.
Taking up John F. Kennedy’s call to service, my father taught forestry and helped to launch a tree genetics program at a university, and my mother trained teachers and worked with the children of people with leprosy. “It was the best two years of our
lives,” was a mantra I heard often growing up, and from both sides; my parents agreed on this point unequivocally. My fourthgrade teacher must have found it strange that I knew the quote “Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do
for your country” well enough to correct another student presenting a book report, but that’s just the kind of home I grew up in.

W

hen I began exploring career
options during my junior year
at Furman (nearly 30 years after
my parents had served), I pretty
much knew that a two-year stint in the Peace
Corps would be the starting point. I was thinking through any number of potential pathways,
but they all existed on the other side of those 27 months during which
I would serve as a volunteer. How could I not try out this experience
that my parents had so adored?
Just 10 days after graduation in 1999, I went to Burkina Faso, a
wind-swept, hard-scrabble, poverty-stricken country in the heart of West
Africa. Despite its challenges, I found Burkina to be downright wonderful.
I taught English, managed a high school building construction project,
engaged in the fight against HIV and AIDS, and worked with promising
young women to persuade them to stay in school. The work was tough and
sometimes confusing, but it felt vital to me. To this day, I have never felt
more alive than I did during my years as a Peace Corps volunteer.
Burkina seeped into my skin. Day by day and conversation by conversation, I fell in love with a land and its people. Two years turned into
three, then three and a half. I eventually returned to the United States
to attend graduate school, but I went back to Africa for short pieces of
work or research whenever I could.
A few months after I completed graduate school, I succumbed to the
urge again and returned to West Africa for several more years. Without
having set out to do so, I ended up dedicating my career to development
and humanitarian assistance in West Africa.
Although I no longer work for the Peace Corps, my work continues
to focus on children and families in a region where poverty, conflict and
disease have put families under siege. The work has been thrilling and
a constant source of joy despite circumstances that can gnaw at one’s
psyche and seem hopelessly entrenched.
I have contributed to efforts to reintegrate former child soldiers into
their communities in northern Uganda, to control arms trafficking in
Senegal, and to protect children from sexual violence and the exploitation
of their labor in Côte d’Ivoire. This year alone I have been fortunate
to work in Niger, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Benin.
I am currently helping the national government of Benin better understand its child welfare system, pushing and probing to clarify what kinds
of services it hopes to provide its citizens and how best to do so on the
most threadbare of shoestrings. Recently I sat across the desk from the
chief of staff of the Ministry of Justice, Legislation, and Human Rights,
talking with her and wondering to myself, “How in the world did I end
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up at this place at this moment in time? Am
I really here shooting the breeze with the chief
of staff of a ministry?”
My journey to that moment began with my
parents’ Peace Corps service. My education at
Furman also played an undeniable role. In fact,
today I do all of my work in French and fondly
remember my French studies at Furman. (Special thanks to Cherie
Maiden for introducing me to West African literature and to David
Morgan, my French major advisor, who insisted that I take a course
in advanced French grammar. That course, taught by Harlan Patton,
proved to be crucial to my professional development.)
But without a doubt, my service in the Peace Corps was the single
largest determinant in setting me on my current path. I could not
be more grateful.
The Peace Corps celebrated its 50th anniversary this year, and even
if we don’t hear much about it these days, it’s still going strong. Last year,
it received its largest-ever budget allocation from Congress — although
that amount was still a microscopic speck when compared to federal
defense spending.
The Peace Corps is that ever-rarer point of convergence in Washington, D.C., that transcends partisan politics. Just about everybody
is on board in supporting its work.
And why shouldn’t it receive widespread support? It represents
Americans at our best — striving to be of service to some of the world’s
most vulnerable people. The ethos of the Peace Corps is one of compassion, of learning, of teaching, of understanding, of reaching out, of creating dialogue across cultures. These hallmarks typically get rare air time
in the corridors of power, but I take heart that the Peace Corps and its
intrinsic investment in idealism are holding steady.
I am proud to be a “Peace Corps legacy,” as we volunteers who served
in the footsteps of our parents are called. I hope that America continues
to be proud of the international legacy of peace and dialogue that it has
created through the Peace Corps. May we remain committed to its
principles and to its continued success.
The author lives in New York City and works with Child Frontiers and
Save the Children, two agencies that help communities improve the care
and protection of children. The photo was taken on a recent trip to the
Democratic Republic of Congo. His story “Six Days in the Fields,” about
his Peace Corps service in Burkina Faso, appeared in the Fall 2000 issue
of Furman. He is also a blogger for www.huffingtonpost.com.
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V
E RONICA
A N D R E A S S E N - B A R K E R
When people think about Peace Corps service, they envision volunteers living in
mud huts, digging wells and working the land, cut off from friends and family. But as
Peace Corps volunteers in Romania, my husband, David, and I live in a Communistera bloc apartment with running water, super fast Internet, and even a washing machine.

O

n the street outside our bloc, MercedesBenzes, Dacias (Romanian-made cars),
bicycles and carute (horse-drawn wagons)
are parked next to each other. In the
town center is a McDonald’s, just a block away from the
bustling farmers’ market offering local fruits, vegetables,
meats and cheeses. Walking down the street is a young woman
wearing Dolce and Gabbana, and another in traditional costume.
These juxtapositions of wealth and poverty, of globalization and
small-town life, of modernity and tradition, may seem contradictory.
Part of Romania’s challenge is reconciling and blending these dualities
as Romanians seek to establish their national identity. As Peace Corps
volunteers we have the opportunity to share skills, build capacity, and
encourage civic engagement during this crucial phase of Romania’s
developmental process.
During pre-service training we were warned that Peace Corps
service in Romania is different from service on other continents.
We might enjoy the creature comforts of living in a European Union
country, but Romania wears the scars of an oppressive regime, including apathy and hopelessness. We were told that we would work toward
social and behavioral changes yet produce few tangible results. Without wells and crops to mark our progress, we would need to persevere
and focus on small victories.
So we did. Learning new vocabulary was a small victory toward my
language acquisition. Getting my butcher or the veggie lady to smile
was a small victory for my community integration. But teaching Radu
is the biggest small victory of my Peace Corps service thus far.
With my background in expressive arts therapies and mental health
counseling, I was placed at a rural non-governmental organization
(NGO) providing therapeutic services to youth and adults with disabilities. Radu is one of the beneficiaries at the NGO.
With salt-and-pepper hair and a limp, he seems older than his
chronological age of 24. He is quick to anger and quick to smile. His
father struggles with alcoholism, his mother is working in Italy, and his
grandmother is sick and bedridden. This young man with physical and
mental disabilities takes on most of the adult responsibilities at home.
At our NGO, Radu had trouble working with others and complying
with expectations. Staff said that he couldn’t learn or was too belligerent. As a result, he acted out in frustration and felt marginalized.
In my first months of service, as I was seeking a sense of purpose,
I began building a relationship with Radu. He was patient with my
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efforts to speak Romanian, and I was patient with his
quirks. I noticed that he often spoke about gherghef
(looms) because he made braided rag rugs for the
NGO workshops. So when a fellow Peace Corps volunteer offered me some plastic looms, I immediately
thought of Radu. I could teach him to crochet.
I met some skepticism from staff, but with encouragement
and practice Radu made progress. He was beaming with pride when
he showed off his first scarf — and caught the workshop seamstresses
by surprise. The staff asked Radu to make them scarves, and his fellow
NGO beneficiaries suddenly wanted him to teach them to crochet.
Radu’s whole attitude and demeanor changed. He was leading,
teaching and working collaboratively with others. He learned to make
winter hats on circular looms. Soon his hat and scarf sets were being
sold on consignment in stores across our small town. With the crochet
frenzy in full swing, Radu’s father visited the NGO for the first time
in five years to find out why Radu had changed and who Veronica was,
because Radu frequently mentioned me in talking about the workshop.
Radu finally had a sense of purpose, which had a positive effect
on his behavior in the workshop and at home. The staff saw that
by breaking tasks into small steps, Radu could learn and become
a positive contributor. I also benefited by finding my niche within
the organization. I could share therapeutic interventions that were
inclusive, adaptive and creative. I count these as big small victories
on all fronts.
As Peace Corps volunteers, we dream big dreams of sustainable
national projects — the kind that are featured in press releases.
It may not be so newsworthy, but by teaching Radu to crochet I had
an impact on his quality of life.
I remind myself daily that the Peace Corps is a person-to-person
organization. My small victories may not be the epitome of international development work, but I would assert that building people
up helps build nations up. Our shared experiences and cultural
exchanges are fundamentally strengthening both nations —
Romania and our own. |F|
The author graduated with degrees in music (1999) and psychology (2000).
She and her husband, David, live in the Oltenian region of Romania and
are third-year Peace Corps volunteers collaborating with Biblionet, one of
the Global Libraries Initiatives of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.
Follow their work at http://daveronica.com.

Horse-drawn wagons are still a common site in Romania. Opposite: The author with her friend, Radu. Photos courtesy of the author.
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