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For most of us, America is the place
we call home. We live here, we grow here, we
begin and end our lives here. The word “home”
isn’t up for debate. Even if some of us weren’t
born here, or others plan to move away, few
can deny that we have roots planted in this
American soil.
The majority of people in this school,
myself included, are white. Even more
subscribe to traditional American culture.
I don’t question my freedoms or my rights
or any of the privileges granted to me by this
country I call home. They have always been
there, perfectly in reach. I’ve never had to fight
for them or feel their absence.
But that doesn’t mean that every American
feels the same. Because although the same
rights are granted to any and every American,
prejudice and stereotypes result in the
ostracization of fellow citizens.
But what if you were born and raised in
this country, yet felt that you could not call it
home?
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During my sophomore year, I had the
privilege to accompany a fellow Kewpie to her
mosque to celebrate the Islamic holiday, Eid.
As far as I know, I was the only non-Muslim in
the building. I wasn’t wearing a hijab, I didn’t
participate in the prayers, and my blonde hair
and blue eyes stuck out like a sore thumb.
Although the experience was one I
cherish to this day, I’d be lying if I said I
wasn’t slightly uncomfortable. People were
staring, whispering. Everyone was kind and
welcoming, but there was an obvious divide.
For the first time in my entire life, I was an
outsider. A minority.
That experience humbled me like nothing
else. It opened my eyes to the discomfort and

Empathy is the key to change. How can we, the
majority, the people who have never struggled with racial
or religious discrimination, understand the necessity of
change without having felt the burden it stems from?
estrangement many minorities feel every day.
Even with friendly faces all around me, pulling
me into hugs and inviting me to join in the
worship, I felt alone and on edge.
But at 10 a.m. the service was over
and I went to school, where I was comfortable
again. When I walked into first period, I didn’t
turn any heads, or hear any whispers.
And that’s the vital difference between
how I felt in that moment and how minorities
feel every day. I had a choice to put myself in
a situation where I was the odd one out, just
like I had a choice to remove myself from it an
hour later.
Muslims, African-Americans, Asians,
anyone who isn’t your “classic” American,
don’t get to make that choice.
Their minority status doesn’t have an off
button. The struggles that come with being
different are there for life, whether they like
it or not. And with those struggles come
stereotypes, prejudice, and hatred.
While that makes me indescribably upset,
I can only imagine that it is a hell of a lot
worse for the people who actually have to live
through on a day-to-day basis.
Recently, I watched a very close, very
strong friend break into tears because of the of
the bigoted hatred of a narrow-minded man.
As a follower of Islam, she has undoubtedly
endured her fair-share of religion-based
ridicule. And while I am aware of this, I didn’t
really think about how hard - how completely
unbearable - it must be for her sometimes.
In that moment, as I watched her tear up
and try to explain in a few words how heavy
that burden she carries is, I too teared up. I
was moved by her pain, touched by it.
It ignited a passionate desire inside of me
to do something to help alleviate the struggles
she has to face every day simply because
of what she believes in. And this passion
stemmed from one thing: Empathy.

Empathy is what allows us to not only
understand each other, but to feel for each
other. I felt for my friend. For a moment, I
adopted a fraction of the anger and frustration
and sadness that my friend has carried with
her throughout her whole life.
And I believe that empathy is the key
to change. How can we, the majority, the
people who have never struggled with racial
or religious discrimination, understand the
necessity of change without having felt the
burden it stems from? We simply cannot.
People like me often live in a state of
ignorant bliss. We are unaware of others’
hardships, and are therefore uncaring.
But then there are instances, like the
one at my friend’s mosque, or the moment I
watched my friend cry, that make us realize,
and help us to understand. Those experiences
evoked empathy inside of me, and they showed
me the harsh reality that exists all around me.
This column is not for the minorities. No,
it is for people like me.
The standard, white, middle-class, naturalborn Americans. The privileged. The ones who
can freely call this place home. The ones who
have never truly known what it is like to be
ostracized, or ridiculed, or judged because of
religion or race.
If there is any hope of change - real,
honest change - in the way our society treats
minorities, we have to help. We, us, the
majority. And before we can offer our help, we
must be compelled to do so.
I believe that this compulsion will come
from empathy. And in order to truly empathize
with those around us, we must push aside the
blissful ignorance that fogs our view of the
world. We must see with open eyes and hearts,
and pay attention to the burdens our friends
and neighbors bear.
Change is possible. It is attainable.
And most importantly, it is up to us.
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