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<Make No Assumptions >

When you hear the phrase, “understanding each other better,” I expect that
most people would connect that with “communication.” But it is far more than that--it is
about acceptance, of understanding someone’s culture and not getting your assumptions
ahead of you. It is about leaping over cultural boundaries and getting to know people
simply for who they are.

Blond hair. Fair skin. Bright, blue eyes. On my first day at my new school in
California, perhaps this is what I had expected to see the most. But what I saw was very
unexpected. Instead, among the sea of students I saw various faces and cultures, ranging
from Asian American to African American.

At first, I was unsure of what to make of this situation. I grew up in Japan,
where I spent most of my days with my Japanese friends, eating Japanese food in a
Japanese house. I certainly had not spoken with people from five different countries in a
single day. This was what was expected of me at my new school. My days were hectic, and
I gradually grew frustrated at the prospect of getting used to this blend of culture, when I
could not speak English fluently in the first place.

However, looking back I see this as a turning point in my life. Sure, getting over
the cultural differences upon arrival in California was not easy. In turn, though, I
attained the knowledge that blond hair, fair skin, and bright, blue eyes did not an
American make. But most importantly, I have no problem working alongside people of
Spanish, African American, American, British, or Indonesian background now.

But the struggle did not stop there. After coming back to Japan, I faced another
problem, of fitting in. Upon arrival, I was hit with the difficulty of transitioning from my
previous American life to an entirely new Japanese life. Perhaps it was the fact that I
could speak English and had a distinct “returnee” aura, but my new classmates did not
try to befriend me. They did not try to come near me, and I gradually grew afraid. I felt

that I had to lose all of my American traits and become very Japanese if I wanted to fit in



and make friends. I became constantly obsessed with hiding my English abilities and
stowing away the real me that was lying underneath my strained attempts to fit in. It
was excruciating, because I had assumed that once I stopped assuming like I had back in
California, everyone else would do likewise. But I was wrong, and during those painful
days, I saw assumption as a tragic, hateful act when you can learn so much from the
people you decided to discriminate and eliminate from your life. I was disappointed with
how so many people in my own country did not understand the true concept of
“understanding each other better.”

Nearly ten years ago, my fellow classmates took me in, even with my broken
English. But do I see such an act of kindness here in our society, today?

In order to change our society’s way of thinking and create an environment
where we can truly understand each other, we must first lose assumptions. Assumptions,
like biases, prevent people from finding others’ talents, abilities, and secret inner beauty.
America’s proud baseball player Jackie Robinson is famous for his strong will to not fight
against assumption. Despite the jeers of the crowds and even his teammates based on the
color of his skin, he did nothing. Robinson simply did what he could for his team, and
leave the words, “I'm not concerned with your liking or disliking me...All I ask is that you
respect me as a human being,” I am not saying that we all need to become like Jackie
Robinson. All I am asking is for each one of you in this room to take a step back and see
whether or not you make assumptions in your daily life, and take a moment to observe
your ways of thinking. And to realize that it is not the outside but the inside that really
matters, and that everyone deserves respect as a human being. The responsibility of

“understanding each other better” lies on all of us, and we had better start acting like it.
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