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Eyes Wide Open
I walked out of New York’s John F. Kennedy Airport barely able to keep my eyes open. I was severely jet lagged and kept dropping in and out of sleep as I spoke to my uncle who had come to receive me. I had always dreamt of coming to the US and now that I was here, I could hardly keep my eyes open. 

For me, growing up in Pakistan, the US was a distant land, one considered by many the paradise that they had always hoped for. American culture was pervasive. From the clothes that we wore to the excitement when McDonald’s opened in Karachi, the “drugs, sex and rock ‘n roll” culture was what Pakistani teens worshipped.

During the late 1990’s, however, a wall of fury emerged against what a lot in Pakistan thought was a new era of American colonialism. Parents looked on in disgust at sitcoms like “Friends” and movies like “American Pie,” watched by adolescents and teens but with content suited for adults, became commonplace. They feared that their children would shirk their Islamic upbringing and values and emulate what they saw on television. I remember clearly that my mother would scream and shout every time we brought a movie home that contained sexual references or,  heaven forbid,  nudity.
The phenomenon known as globalization or Americanization caused by rapid and easy communication sought to exacerbate this. Soon Pakistani society, other than those who had already embraced the West, i.e. the elitist upper class, began to revolt against this cultural invasion. 

When I told my family members that I had been accepted into a college in the US, other than the queries about how I would afford it, I received a lot of advice. This advice came in the form of religious lectures, warnings and anecdotes of those who had gone astray once they had crossed over from Pakistan, “the land of the pure,” to the US, “the land of the free.”  I wasn’t worried. I took the advice with a grain of salt. I knew what I was getting myself into. 
For me, American culture was starting to become second nature. I read Time Magazine weekly, watched MTV almost daily and played SimCity religiously. I had seen pictures on the Internet, watched movies that showed the suburban American life and had friends who had visited the US before and had been admitted into US colleges and universities the same time as me. 
Then September 11 happened. I watched in shock as the planes flew into the Twin Towers. I watched in dismay as CNN showed footage of Palestinians celebrating with sweets as the news unfolded. That was when I realized that I had to continue my journey to the US and get my education from there. It was not an option anymore; it was something which had to be done. 
I woke up early in Long Island, New York City where my uncle lived. I was jetlagged and my body needed to get adjusted to the different time zone. Peering outside I could see the street. It was just what I had imagined. Rows of identical houses with neatly lined gardens and two cars to a house. Squirrels scurried around looking for food as they prepared for the approaching winter. I could see parents walking their children to the corner to wait for the school bus. The typical North American suburb. 

As I watched, I smiled to see the serenity. These people would never hurt anyone , much less open fire on innocent civilians or celebrate when a bomb went off in a school. I later learnt that it was a predominantly Jewish neighborhood. My uncle’s family had great relations with their neighbors; their children went to the same school, took part in the same extra-curricular activities and went over to each other’s houses for birthday parties. Here were Jews, Christians, Muslims and people of different faiths living together in harmony. This is what I wanted in the world, for there to be international understanding and the best way for conflict resolution.
I went off to Wisconsin to Lawrence University where I studied economics and political science while harboring thoughts on how to save the world. Now I’m no superman,  but people who have made a difference showed me that it only takes small steps to make a major change. 

My eyes have opened since my arrival here. I know that we can only hope to settle conflict around the world when education and information supersedes ignorance and unawareness. International education is a tool that must be used to open the eyes of people around us and what better way to educate today’s youth in the spirit of international learning. 
I dream one day of making a difference in my country and I dream those dreams with eyes wide open. As a Pakistani in America, I have seen the bigger picture,  and I could never have seen that had I not made the effort to cross the oceans and get an American education. In the same way, when I talk to American students with foreign roots, or those who know a different language and have experienced a different culture, I feel that we are on the same wavelength.  
