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In 1930 in Marion, Indiana, two lifeless black bodies in ragged and tattered clothes hung
from separate tree branches, their faces and bodies beaten and bloody. Below them, a
separate crowd of well-dressed white men and women stood smiling and looking at the
corpses. Not one person had an expression of sorrow or remorse - not a single hint of regret.
Such racism, the blatant disregard for human dignity, persists because one group holds tight to
its power, refusing another the opportunity to thrive.
In order to retain its position of strength, white Americans have suppressed other races,
including African-Americans, Native Americans, Hispanics, and Asians. In the past,
suppression has included legislation that segregated the races, as well as prejudicial attitudes
and discriminatory actions that have been passed down through generations. The legacy of
slavery, the most notorious and paralyzing form of suppression, created a cycle of poverty,
educational inequality, degrading stereotypes, ignorance, and a refusal by some to
acknowledge the problem. Statistics show the effects of this legacy on our nation: the African
American unemployment rate is nearly twice that of whites, and African Americans are
incarcerated at nearly six times the rate of whites.
In my middle school life, the roots of racism can be related to intolerance of anyone the
popular group deems inferior -- a less athletic child, a more emotional girl, or one that simply
does not go along with the crowd. I have felt the pain of others laughing and talking about me,
making me want to hide and run away from the shame. Because I can relate to the ugliness of
racism, I am committed to treating everyone I meet with respect and kindness. Although our
nation has come a long way from the days of slavery and lynchings, we need to continue to
educate children and adults about discrimination, use the media to spread the message of
acceptance, and address factors like racial profiling through laws and community programs.
We need to change the way people think because racism will only end when everyone chooses
love over hate, respect over shame, and unity over division.
On April 9, 1939, nine years after the lynching in Marion, Indiana, an act of astounding bravery
took place on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Denied the right to perform in Constitution Hall
because of her race, African American contralto, Marian Anderson, sang in front of a crowd of
75,000 people, white and black. While the guards expected strife, a conflict never arose. After
singing, “My Country ‘Tis of Thee,” Marian noticed a shift in the crowd. Just as an object at rest
stays at rest until another object forces it to move, Marian’s singing had become a catalyst for
change. She sang as a proud American, not as a black woman, using nothing more than the
power of her voice to connect people of every color. To end racism today, we, too, must use
our voices to inspire people to move toward a common identity.
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A pair of hands, black and covered with soot, bound together with rusty iron chains and
chiseled by decades of inhumane treatment, represents the injustice of racism in our nation.
Although those chains, both real and invisible, have been worn by many races -- African
American, Native American, Hispanic, White, and Asian -- courageous civil rights leaders,
seeking to make our nation a more perfect union, have worked to sever those ties of prejudice
and discrimination. Sadly, the remnants of the chains remain to this day. By looking to the past,
however, and by taking individual action, we can build a brighter future, one that understands
and attacks the roots of racism.
When whites first introduced African slavery to our nation as a viable way of life, they
established a cycle of greed, poverty, and fear that drives racism in America today. In some
African American communities, a feeling of hopelessness endures because there seems to be
no way out of the cycle of generational poverty that has existed since slavery was abolished.
Many see gangs, violence, drugs, and crime as the only escape route. According to the
NAACP, “African Americans and Hispanics comprised 58% of all prisoners in 2008, even
though African Americans and Hispanics make up approximately one quarter of the US
population.” Such a high incarceration rate leads to prejudgments and mistrust and continues
the pattern of racism.
To move forward, we, as individuals and as a nation, must have the courage to stand up
for what is right. On January 1, 1863, President Lincoln took courageous action when he
signed his Emancipation Proclamation, freeing more than three million slaves in the South. In
my own experience, I have seen the impact that one person’s courage can have in middle
school, where peer pressure and the desire for acceptance often take precedence over respect
for and tolerance of others. When I see some eighth graders using their power to put down
another student, I know that, like Lincoln, I need to be brave enough to stand up for that
student. It is not sufficient, however, to stand alone in the fight against hatred. Just as Rosa
Parks’s decision to sit in the white section of the bus led others to join the cause for equal
rights, my choice to stand up for someone else has a ripple effect. If, as middle school students
and as Americans, we unite against bullying and bigotry, we can establish a more tolerant and
peaceful world.
Our nation has made progress in breaking the chains of racism. By first eliminating
slavery, then removing segregation, and now educating children to appreciate the differences
among all people, brave Americans have fought against racial injustice. As a result, those
hands, once tightly constrained by the chains of discrimination, are free to join others in
creating a more perfect union. With respect and acceptance for all, we must continue to unite
and move past any barrier in order to end racism and build a world beyond color lines.
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One hundred years after Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation, Martin
Luther King, Jr. delivered his famous speech saying, “I have a dream that my four little children
will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the
content of their character.” Americans young and old are familiar with this quote, and value its
ideals. As a nation we have come a long way since slavery, but the racial injustice that
permeates our society today—systemic discrimination, white privilege, racial profiling—
prevents true freedom and the actualization of King’s dream.
America is not just; it is still steeped in racism. But before we can identify what
contributes to racism’s persistence, it’s important to accurately define racism. Racism is
systematic discrimination and prejudice against a racial group by people in power. Racism
combines prejudice with power. There can not be racism without power to enforce prejudice.
We are conditioned for racism since birth, either overtly or unconsciously, within our
families and by our history lessons. Institutional injustice reinforces our personal bias. Famous
author Maya Angelou speaks of racism as a communal disease, “The plague of racism is
insidious, entering into our minds as smoothly and quietly and invisibly as floating airborne
microbes enter into our bodies to find lifelong purchase in our bloodstreams.” Racism seeps
into our personal experiences and our societal structures however it can find a way.
Racism underlies our personal biases, but more importantly it underlies our
governmental structures. It infiltrates our education, economic, and justice systems. Statistics
prove that public schools with the highest percentage of black and latino students frequently
don't offer fundamental academic resources. And median black household income is only half
of their white counterpart’s. These are a fraction of the disadvantages minority groups
experience.
Denial perpetuates racism. We deny it because we connect racism to white hoods and
lynchings, images from the past. We deny it because it affords whites privilege and
superiority. Racism is invisible to whites because it is a system of inequity that often benefits
us. Progress is impossible when denial prevails.
Though we have made progress with abolition and desegregation, recent racial
injustices like poisoned water and police brutality make it difficult to see. Affirmative action and
national discussions about racism provide hope, but much work remains. Whites must
recognize racial privilege, listen to people of color, and speak out against racism. But until our
institutions reflect equal justice, it will be impossible to make substantial progress.
It’s only been five decades since King delivered his speech. To see true “freedom ring"
will require both work and time. We have much work ahead, but we do have the power to do
it. Renowned diversity trainer Jane Elliott says it best, “I’m a racist. I was infected with racism
at birth… It’s going to take me the rest of my life to get over it, but I can do it, but I have to
choose to do it.”
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What is racism? Racism is a system where people have advantage over others based
on race. Racism continues to persist because people seem to have a need to feel superior to
others who are different from them. A lack of education, poverty, one’s environment, and fear
and hatred are all factors that contribute to its persistence. It’s unfair and time for change.
Two important factors that contribute to racism are a lack of education and poverty. Without
education people are often only exposed to their own small, familiar worlds. This can lead
people to misjudge others who are different and to form negative opinions, attitudes and
stereotypes about those individuals. For example, people tend to discriminate against those
who are poor. In our country some, but not all people of color, are poor. This contributes to the
racist view that people of color are inferior.
Environment is related to a lack of education because the environment reinforces the views
to which people are exposed. If the surroundings promote negative messages about certain
people, this makes the members of that community believe and repeat what they see and hear.
Often times these messages teach the dominant group to hate and fear people who are
different. Fear and hatred make people do drastic things. A perfect example is the 2015
church shooting in Charleston where a white man, driven by hatred, shot and killed nine African
Americans.
Unfortunately, the media makes things worse. We see and hear things about violence,
terrorism, police shootings, and crime and tragedies that involve negative images about people
of color. The media also contributes to microaggressions. Microaggressions are everyday
insults, shames and demoralizing messages that are sent automatically or unconsciously to
people of color by well-meaning white individuals who sometimes are unaware they are
sending hidden messages.
Have we made progress in moving the country towards a more perfect union? In my
opinion, based on my experiences at an almost all white school in Vermont, I do not think so.
Kids at my school still make racist remarks and make fun of kids who are different. In school
racism is only talked about superficially, and we are just taught that we are not supposed to be
racist. We do not have programs that teach about diversity or white privilege. To help solve
this issue we need to communicate with people who are different from us and have
conversations about the subject. Another solution is to use the media to send positive
messages. There should be a push to use our tech age to our advantage and send more
educational messages. Change for the better also can begin with me. I will never know the
struggles of being a person of color, but I know that racism is not fair. Right now it’s hard to
speak up to anyone making these demoralizing comments, but if I want to make a change I
need to speak up. These small steps to a more perfect union can begin with me.
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Everyone has a shadow.
These shadows move in perfect synchrony in a multi-cultural dance all over the world
from when the light first brushes the sky and then leaves it. But this dance of unity is too often
ignored. People find differences in each other. One of the most influential and destructive of
these is race.
Race is a human invention. It has no root in science. Every human on earth has a
complicated, extensive background of ancestry. There is no one, therefore, who fits completely
into one race. Race is merely a network of human perceptions, opinions, judgements, some
negative, some positive - but all human ideas, and only human ideas. But it is something that
has caused far too many people the pain, shame, and suffering of dehumanization. We must
find a way to transform this human idea into a source of beauty and empathy for one another
as human beings.
Fear is what makes racism persist. People are afraid of difference. In people, that
difference can be disability, skin color, religion, and so many other tiny things that people
notice. Fear is so powerful that it makes people forget their common humanity. The mere idea
of race has done, and continues to do, just this. People’s fear of other cultures, ethnicities, and
races has led to some of the most tragic events in American history. Slavery was an entire
institution built and maintained on the foundation of this false but extremely powerful fear.
Ignorance is another enormous factor in the persistence of racism. So many people
simply don’t understand the problems surrounding race in America. Worse, people and entire
institutions choose to ignore it. In 2010, some students at the University of Missouri scattered
cotton balls all over the lawn of the Black Culture Center during Black History Month. These
students, by their action, were obviously implying that all black people should be slaves who
pick cotton. Yet the administration at the university allowed them to get off with charges only of
littering, willfully ignoring the racial motivation of the incident. Most students on campus paid no
attention to this offensive act. This kind of willful ignorance from people in positions of power,
institutions, and the general public is what is keeping our country from eradicating racism.
To address racism, we have to come out of its shadow. First, we have to open our eyes
to learning about others and make an effort to learn about ourselves. We have to open our
minds to the truth of others’ differences. Knowing someone is understanding them, and that
understanding will take the place of fear. Second, we have to see the reality that our country is
being torn apart by racism, and we must challenge those who pretend otherwise. Finally, we
have to remember the global shadow dance and also recognize that race does not have to be a
cause of hate, pain, and suffering but can be a brilliance that adds a beautiful color to that
dance.
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After white citizens of Charleston, South Carolina, burned the Emanuel African
Methodist Episcopal Church in 1822, the congregation rebuilt it. When the state legislature
outlawed black churches in 1834, the congregation met in secrecy until the end of the Civil
War. In the summer of 2015 when Dylann Roof, a twenty-one-year-old white man, walked into
the Emanuel Church intending to start a race war and killed nine members of the congregation,
the church members responded with forgiveness. In the words of Bethane Middleton-Brown, a
sister of a victim, “We have no room for hating, so we have to forgive.” This congregation’s
resilience and forgiveness exemplify to all Americans how best to fight the fear and hatred that
fuels racism.
There are many contributing factors to racism: America’s history of slavery and
discrimination, fear of differences and fear of change, poverty, family beliefs, stereotypes, and
apathy. However, it is selfishness that is at the root of all these factors. Children are not born
racist. Through the imitation of their parents, peers, and others, they learn the selfish behaviors
at the root of intolerance. Dylann Roof’s delusional act of racist murder is an example of
selfishness uncontrolled. The congregation’s response of forgiveness, however, is a powerful
example of the selfless behavior necessary to interrupt the patterns of racism in America.
Selflessness is key to resolving all forms of discrimination, but it, too, must be learned.
How can I, a white boy living in a predominantly white state, attending an almost all
white school, understand racism? According to author, Gilles Clement, the “universe is not
what we see, but what we believe. Beliefs generate practices.” The first step, therefore, is to
learn to respect people’s differences. A belief in caring for others is instilled at home, in
schools, and through community organizations. The next step is to commit to making a positive
difference in the lives of others. If from a young age children are taught to view all races as
human beings who share similar dreams, they will be prepared as adults to empathize with
their struggles. They will later elect leaders who can address the feelings of hopelessness that
stem from the everyday realities of poverty, crime, violence, gangs, and racial profiling. As a
white boy growing up in Vermont, I may not fully understand racism, but I have learned to
respect all people, no matter their race, disability, or religion.
Since Abraham Lincoln’s fight to end slavery, our nation has greatly improved. Almost
one hundred years later, the United States passed civil rights legislation that ensured equal
rights for all. Despite constitutional progress, racism still exists and may always exist if
selfishness is left unbalanced. This vicious cycle, however, can be weakened. It is difficult to
comprehend the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church’s unselfish act of forgiveness in
light of such violence and sorrow, but if we can all learn to follow this congregation’s lead, we
will become a more perfect union, one that respects all differences, without prejudice.
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The year was 1838 when a once proud black man stood on a wooden platform with a heavy
steel ball attached to his feet and a tight iron collar around his neck, waiting for his fate to be
determined. In the same year, a once proud Cherokee, one of 16,000 Native Americans who
were forced to walk 1,000 miles at gunpoint in the cold of winter, left behind his home and the
home of his ancestors. In that year, 1838, the chains of racism crushed those human beings. In
2015, those chains remain, no longer steel or iron but now invisible chains of poverty,
stereotypes, violence, and hate that continue the cycle of racism in America.
Racism is a byproduct of fear, poverty, ignorance, and apathy. Fear of differences and of losing
one’s place in society causes one group to discriminate against another. For example, after the
Civil War, many whites saw freed African American slaves as a threat because they offered
cheap labor that could take away white jobs. Racism continues to exist in the United States
because African Americans have been kept down, first by slavery, next by stereotypes and Jim
Crow laws, and then by segregation. When whites live in one neighborhood and blacks live in
another, the two races do not get the chance to understand their differences and, more
importantly, the similarities between one another. Therefore, stereotypes are passed down
from one generation to the next. Indifference also becomes an obstacle to ending racism
because many Americans act like bystanders, refusing to take a stand against the unfair
treatment of others.
In order to make this country more equal, Americans need to have courage to declare that any
type of discrimination is wrong. Electing people with ideas to fight poverty will give hope to the
poor. Adults also need to educate children about this problem and teach them to respect
everyone. Another important solution is to create new police training programs that put an end
to racial profiling and police brutality. Police have a civic duty to protect and serve individuals,
but they, too, can abuse their power. According to Nelson Mandela, who made important
advancements in race relations in the world, "It always seems impossible until it's done."
Although this is a very difficult problem to solve, Americans need to take it step by step to
eliminate racism. Now is the time to take the next step.
Learning from the mistakes we have made and from our successes is essential to creating a
country without racism. To achieve Martin Luther King, Jr.’s dream in which his “four little
children…live in a nation where they [are not] judged by the color of their skin, but by the
content of their character”, we must continue the fight against discrimination. By finding a
common identity, we can see each other as equals and put an end to racism, becoming the
more perfect union our founding fathers envisioned.
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“Racism springs from ignorance.” With these words, footballer Mario Balotelli suggests
that racism occurs when we’re blind to the effect our actions have on others. Though racism
rooted in deliberate cruelty thrives in our country, the effects of unconscious racism are often
more significant and contribute most potently to the persistence of racism in society.
Unconscious racism is fostered by a lack of understanding about diversity and other cultures,
as well as biased notions passed down by parents.
When we’re born we don’t have any prejudice. We’re taught these racist perspectives,
often unintentionally, through the example that our role models set. This contributes to
unconscious racism because we’re then unaware of our bigotry.
One approach to ending ignorance is education: teaching people how to acknowledge
and learn from a mistake. Community members should, therefore, educate each other about
their lifestyles in order to correct possible misconceptions. To discover and target one’s own
biases, you must make yourself vulnerable to critique; so for people to improve themselves,
they must feel confident that they won’t be diminished by acknowledging their faults.
A lack of action is born from unconscious racism and is another factor contributing to
racism’s persistence. People believe that by remaining passive they’re not contributing to the
persistence of racism. When we don’t strive to educate ourselves about other cultures and
remain indifferent to racist actions in our society, we contribute to unconscious racism. We
remain unaware of our own racism and allow others to remain oblivious, because we don’t call
their attention to their bigotry.
To target a lack of action, we should encourage everyone to build cross-cultural
relationships, acknowledge racism’s deep roots in our society, and learn about their biases.
Teaching should emphasize the value of diversity; a community that includes a broad range of
cultures allows us to learn about people who are different from us firsthand. Students should be
encouraged to examine racially driven conflicts throughout history through a non-biased lens,
and be given the opportunity to discuss and dissect their causes and outcomes. Such reflection
would allow students and teachers to broaden their knowledge and self-awareness.
When we don’t recognize the racism in our thoughts and actions, we can make no
moves to end our cruelty. It’s human nature to subconsciously make judgements and think
stereotypically of other people. What makes us truly racist is when we refuse to acknowledge
the possibility of racism in our actions and thoughts. We must accept our faults before we can
target them and change them. The simple truth is that we’re all slightly “racist,” at least at the
level of our impulsive thoughts.
Racism will always be a prominent component in our society and can never be fully
eliminated. Instead, we have to strive to open people’s eyes to the impact of their actions. By
making the education of people, specifically about their biases, a priority, and encouraging
people to acknowledge unconscious racism, we can advance our country toward being the
embodiment of a more perfect union.
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Why can’t we turn back time? Sometimes I wish I could go back to being a five-yearold--constantly happy, completely in the moment, only thinking about how satisfying it would be
to jump in that puddle, or how I wished I could be a fairy. Why can’t we go back to being
innocent, go back to not knowing the difference between black and white? After all, racism isn’t
something you’re born with -- it’s taught by society. As Nelson Mandela puts it, “People learn to
hate. And if they can learn to hate, they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to
the human heart than its opposite.”
Black and white. Opposites. But on the inside, does it matter? Judging people by their
color is like judging books by their covers, or snails by their shells. However, racism has been a
part of our country for centuries--in a way, it’s embedded in our minds, a part of our everyday
lives. Racism has weaved through our country’s history too long for it simply to be ignored.
According to the Huffington Post, only a third of white Americans believe that racism is a big
problem in our country, compared to almost three fourths of African Americans. This means
that the majority of white Americans are turning a blind eye to the injustice that is taking place
all around us. Whether we like it or not, racism is a part of American culture, and if we don’t
take action it will unwittingly be passed along for generation after generation.
So how do we stop the discrimination? Should we make laws against it, fine or even
arrest racists? No--although these methods may curb racism, they will not extinguish it
completely. To make it truly disappear, every man, woman, and child must join together as one,
and combat the disease that is racism. We need to educate the uneducated, stand up for what
we know is right, and convince our country to fight back. We could learn from the children of the
world. As I said before, we are born innocent--all we need to do is regain that childhood
compassion, and racism will cease. As Barack Obama said, “Change will not come if we wait
for some other person or some other time. We are the ones we’ve been waiting for. We are the
change that we seek.”
Many people believe that racism will never completely be eliminated, that it’s wired into
the human brain. Some think that it’s a lost cause, and they can’t do anything to stop it. I don’t
agree. I believe that we don’t need to “un-learn” racism, we have to re-learn the power of
empathy and compassion, and racism will fade away. After all, empathy is the most human of
all human characteristics--it’s the ability to put yourself in someone else’s shoes, and
understand and feel what that person is going through. I believe that with the presence of
empathy, it is very difficult for racism to thrive.
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“We must learn to live together as brothers or we shall perish together as fools.” Martin
Luther King Jr. knew the only way for our society to thrive is for the people of America to work
together peacefully toward a brighter future. Although we have come a long way since Lincoln’s
presidency when the 13th Amendment formally abolished slavery, racism in America still
exists. In recent surveys, fifty percent of Americans surveyed agreed that racism is a “big
problem” and that they know someone racist.
While incidents of obvious racism are less common than they were in 1865, covert
racism is alive and well in America. The burning of crosses, lynch mobs, literacy tests and
segregation of history have been replaced with subtle racism that surfaces in phrases like
“inner city youth”, as opposed to African American youth, when a store manager follows an
African American customer trying to catch him shoplifting, or when a police officer targets
African Americans because he believes an African American is more likely to have committed a
crime than a person of another race. Both a shopkeeper’s racial profiling and stereotypes fuel
the fires of racism today. In the end, it all boils down to ignorance. The shopkeeper is merely
reacting to the fact that he has heard that African Americans are more frequently caught
shoplifting than whites, without giving any thought to the reason that could occur, such as the
fact that African Americans are stopped and checked more frequently than whites, almost ten
times as often!
Even though there remains much racism today, a great deal of progress has been made
in fighting this issue. The Preamble to the Constitution states that this document was written to
form “a more perfect Union.” There have only been twenty-seven amendments to the
Constitution in over two hundred years. Out of those twenty-seven, three were related directly
to racism. We can learn from things that have worked in the past, such as these amendments
and make changes to our society. This shows how far from perfect racism takes us. While a
nation can never be perfect, we strive for perfection because it makes us better.
Once again, Martin Luther King, Jr. said it best when he stated that “nothing in the world
is more dangerous than a sincere ignorance and conscientious stupidity.” When a problem is
rooted in ignorance, the only cure is education. To fight racism, we must educate ourselves
about minority cultures and issues, become aware of stereotypes and derail them from their
track, protest injustices we observe, and support political candidates that believe in equal
treatment for everyone. These actions would seem natural if we were dealing with a sibling that
was being unfairly treated. While MLK was speaking for societal reform when he spoke of the
need to live together as brothers, I believe he was telling us that if we are to cure racism in
America, as individuals we need to treat each other as we would our own family.
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“Fear and ignorance are the key roots to racism.” This quote by Native American
pianist, Timothy Long, speaks to the weight that racism has placed on our country’s shoulders.
From the early exploitation of Native Americans, through injustices toward slaves and the
xenophobic actions towards people from other countries, racism is a constant and underrated
problem. Though many propose that racism ended after the civil rights movement, the 2011
U.S. census data show that minority groups in America, “...live in more than one and a half
times the poverty rate” of whites. Racism is a very complex issue, and the main factors that
lead to its persistence are: fear of losing privilege, lack of education, and the media.
The idea of being privileged can be uncomfortable for many Americans because they
don’t perceive themselves in that way. Dominant groups fear losing control of their wealth and
their comfortable lifestyles because if true equality existed, this would result in a minimization of
their power. People don’t often consider the opportunities that are unavailable to others. They
are more preoccupied with their own families and do not think about how racism affects
America’s diverse population. Their unconscious prejudicial views and lack of knowledge
encourage complacency. This creates fatuous ideas and racist beliefs. Being raised with
intolerant beliefs toward people of different backgrounds creates walls of hate instead of
building bridges to help create a more welcoming society. Growing up in an environment that
teaches racism leads children to believe certain falsehoods. Learned racism is often carried
throughout their lives and then taught to their children, creating a cycle of bigotry.
Today’s media has played a major role in using entertainment as a way to provoke racist
ideas. For example, today the media has villainized muslims and painted a picture in people’s
minds that the Islamic faith is a religion of violence and terror. Why bring up religion when we
are speaking about race? In today's society people associate race with not only skin color but
ethnicity, religion, and ancestry. I was born in Iraq. I’m an Arab-American citizen who dearly
loves this country and has been on the receiving end of intolerance and Islamophobia, mostly
because of ignorance. Unfortunately, today’s media has significantly contributed to racist ideas
toward Arab-Americans and African-Americans practicing the Islamic faith.
Youth are the future of our country, and education is the fuel that can move America
toward equality. Teaching children about our multicultural world is going to help us understand
our differences. The youth today know about managing the media. We can use it to create
positive messages and promote understanding. We also must educate adults by involving them
in events that teach about anti-racism. This will help to create a learning environment for both
adults and their children. As a nation, we must create a society that fosters curiosity instead of
skepticism. There is only one race. It is the human race, and education is the key that opens
the door to a unified America.

