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“Why do you always change your perception? It is weird that a college student like you always has different opinions about one topic.” That is what my Honduran sister-in-law tells me every time I give her a new opinion about a topic we discussed before. Most topics we discuss are, of course, about culture. That is because we come from two different worlds. I come from Morocco, where the stereotype is a lifestyle, and she comes from Honduras, the other extreme of the continuum of culture. 
Only three years ago, my world was Casablanca, where the Middle East and Europe meet and cohabit in peace. Anything else outside the borders of Casablanca seemed abnormal to me. For example, girls swimming topless in Agadir, South Morocco was abnormal. “Ttkaf,” which is a tradition practiced in Moroccan country side to keep girls virgin before marriage using some soothsaying practices, was more than a superstition to me. It was the absolute abnormality.  My Casablanca world was the norm and everything else that did not follow that was wrong. On July 26, 2003, I crossed the Atlantic Ocean to the United States looking for a degree, a certificate that would make my future different, and add me to the list of most educated people in Morocco, where more than half of the population is illiterate. However, my first weeks in the United States made me realize that I needed something more than a degree. I needed to get out of my shell and learn how to see the world from outside my box. 

Being an international student in a country where everything is different, meeting people from all over the world and especially meeting Moroccans outside Morocco has taught me new things about the world. Far from my security of Casablanca, I realized that stereotypes can hurt more than any physical pain and the only endorphin that would help is to perceive others as different not better or worse.  Learning the English term "different" was more valuable to me than learning the two terms "better" and "worse". Also, I learned that there is no ideal culture. Likewise, nobody has the right to judge other people’s cultures. That is because culture is a history, a background, a language and an identity. Culture is the triumph of people over time, wars and even diseases. Judging other people's cultures is unfair.  It is like cutting their veins when the veins carry blood to the heart, we are essentially cutting the culture out of them.  In addition, I learned that the light of a child's eyes does not have a nationality. Concepts like love, friendship and peace are languages themselves that do not have to be translated into words but acts. Likewise, peace is more valuable than any culture. By meeting people who think that the world is determined by the borders of Mexico and Canada and by the Pacific and Atlantic oceans, I learned the difference between ignorance and illiteracy. Therefore, I learned how to appreciate the half of the Moroccan population who are far from being ignorant. 

If I have new opinions it does not mean that I’m instable or contradicting. It just means that I’m still learning new things about the world and as long as I’m learning, my perceptions will change. Sometimes, I wonder if my perception about the world would have changed that much if I never had left Casablanca.  However, learning all those values of life have a high price, which is not being able to hug my mother anytime I need to cry, not being able to taste her cooking and have her daily blessings, not being able to hear the morning prayer or fast for Ramadan, an Arabic month when Muslims fast from sunrise to sunset everyday, with family, and finally having to speak a language that no matter how hard I try to speak it fluently, it will never make me feel I can communicate my point. 

Between the Amina of 2003 and the Amina of 2006, there is the crossing of the Atlantic Ocean, three years of learning about other cultures, and a new person who is able now to appreciate the smallest details of the world. Likewise, interacting with people from all over the world made me understand that I’m only a drop in the ocean and it is about the ocean, not the drop. Also, trying to look at my culture objectively made me more accepting to the fact that my culture was not the norm. When I look in the mirror now, I see a beautiful face with scares, which I could not see before crossing the borders.

