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Have you heard of the country, Mali? Mali is a landlocked country in West Africa, bordered in the south by
the Niger River, the west by the Senegal River, and the north by the Sahara Desert. Mali is a country of cattle
farms, food crops, cotton, peanuts and gold mines. However, the people in Mali are faced with poor conditions
and other difficulties.
I first heard about Mali through my global studies class at school. I learned that Mali’ s farmland is slowly
turning into a desert and people cannot get enough food. In addition, medical supplies are not enough and many
children die of sickness. Even school is something some people in Mali cannot take for granted. Many adults
there cannot read or write at all. What shocked me most was the early marriages of some girls. They often get
married at age fifteen, and have to bring up their children while working full time. That is the same age as
mel Getting married? Having children? Working full time? Try to imagine that!
For those of us born in Japan, we grow up with few problems. If we are hungry, we can get food. If we are
thirsty, we can easily find something to drink. I cannot even imagine getting married and bringing up children
yet! I want to study! I want to spend time with my friends! I would rather get married at thirty than fifteen!
For some girls in Mali there is no room to imagine such freedom.
Imagining their lives, I began to wonder if there was anything I could do for them. I could send them pencils,
or notebooks to study with, or ask for donations with my friends. Maybe we could have a bazaar at my school’ s
festival, and give the proceeds to those in need in Mali.
Or maybe I could spread the word - let more people know about their situation.
I found out that my school had been working to help the people of Mali for ten years already. With their work,
my school has been able to support education in Mali—sending teaching and learning materials, and helping
build schools. Last year, I made some bags to sell at our school’ s bazaar. With every stitch, I imagined the girls
my age in Mali. I imagined them using the study materials my work would help them buy, and felt so happy.
The children we have helped in Mali have been thinking of us as well. After the Great East Japan Earthquake
of 2011, we received a hand-written letter of support from a girl at one of the schools we helped build. It said,
“to the people of Japan, my heart goes out to you.” I was touched by her words.
There are many countries in the world besides Mali where children suffer and struggle through life. These
children sometimes are caught up in war and die for no reason. Whenever I hear about them on TV, or in the
newspaper, I try to imagine what they must be going through. Doing that helps me understand them—to begin
to know them.
In the process, I begin to understand and know myself better. Each step towards understanding is small, but
I know I must keep putting one foot in front of the other.
I believe these steps will add up to something greater.

I ask you all to start the same process. To start to imagine.
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