Breaking the Silence
When I was little, I thought racism was a story of the past. A diminished ideology that served as an important reminder of our history. I assumed all the stories about people openly hating another person for something they can’t control wasn’t something of the current century. I naively believed all these protests and change created this discrimination free world. I never thought I’d have to experience it first hand.
At twelve, I started to see the world for what it was, rose-tinted glasses shattering to pieces.
In sixth grade English class I learned the term “dog eater” from a fellow classmate’s comment about me. In seventh grade some people used my surname as a racist nickname, creatively combining an East Asian slur with my own name. 
Even though these two events happened years ago and I no longer concern myself with any of these people, those memories left behind scars that deeply affected me. An unseen wound that never fully healed. In those moments I didn’t talk back or raise my voice. I probably should have based on how they treated me but I didn’t. I stayed silent, not knowing how to even defend myself. 
I was never that in touch with my culture before, but hearing these things slowly made me drift further away. I learned to resent those very parts of myself out of fear people would use them against me. I tried severing those parts of myself off and try to fit in better, to be quieter, to be less noticeable. 
But none of it changed who I was and what I looked like. People still made assumptions about me based on a glance. My ethnicity seemed to allow people to believe these stereotypes about me. Saying how since I’m Korean, I could grow up to be a doctor of some sorts. That I was smart and always got good grades. Although I did succeed academically, I couldn't help but notice that although positive, all these beliefs about me were stereotypes. 
My identity was rooted in pigeon hole statements, branding me as the smart asian kid. I was shoved in this predetermined box that I couldn’t decide for myself. Every idea about myself was already decided by people based on what I looked like, not who I really was. Even when I tried to stray from common stereotypes, I could never fully escape them.
But why?
Why should I hate parts of myself I can’t control?
Why should others find humor in racism?
Why should many kids such as myself learn to resent their culture?
Why should stereotypes be passed off as a compliment?
In eighth grade I overheard my own culture being the punchline of a joke. It was the same old tune I’ve heard before. Although I was right next to the guy spouting his hateful humor, I had to pretend he wasn’t there so I wouldn’t make a scene. Even if I was tired of hearing these jokes over and over again, I sat there silently as he continued.
But my friend had other plans. She stood up from her seat and spoke up. She told him he was being disrespectful joking about my culture while sitting next to me. Every word she used to defend me warmed my heart. Never has someone stood up for me while others made racist jokes towards me. Despite many thinking she was crazy for standing up and yelling at the guy during class, I’ve never been prouder to call her my friend. Even a year later the moment warms my heart. 
There are still fights for freedom. There are still protests for a better future. There are still people who hold the hope of uniting everyone through love, not hate. They march through streets, speaking out about injustice instead of cowering behind the very fear I once hid behind. 
I’ll no longer diminish my identity because of the words of people whose opinions shouldn’t matter to me. Instead, I’ll be like my friend who stood against blatant discrimination. 
We shouldn’t pretend these problems don’t exist because we’re afraid to fix them. Awareness prevents ignorance from spreading to the youth. We need to speak out and recognize that racism is still a major threat to this world. It’s not something we can sweep under a rug, it has to be addressed firsthand in order to create a better world for everyone to live in. 
