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How Often Do I Practice My Values?

I decided to give this reflection essay a title since it is a question that has been on my mind since the beginning of the semester. Learning about Aldo Leopold and his ideas in A Sand County Almanac, in conjunction with another keystone course I am taking in International Relations, became the main reason why I have been asking myself this same question almost on a daily basis since September. 
How often do I really practice my values? The answer was somewhat disheartening at the beginning. The more I thought about it, I discovered that it was extremely difficult to take the ideas discussed in class and to apply them to my life outside of Augsburg. Amy Robertson, the speaker who came to class to talk to us about Interface Fabric, a carpet manufacturing company that has implemented environmentally friendly practices in its operations, helped me to come to this realization. Amy’s speech motivated me to change my behavior in order to make less of a negative impact on the environment. But after a while I realized that no matter how hard I tried, I did not always remember to turn the lights off whenever I left the room or to change the settings on my computer to “single-sided” every time I hit “print.”

In the keystone course for International Relations I had a similar experience. There I decided to write my thesis paper about the impact of globalization on child labor. In the course of my research I learnt that many of the clothing companies that have moved their factories overseas employ children in the manufacturing process. As a result, I soon realized that by my own lifestyle I might be contributing to keep the practice of child labor present in the developing countries. Soon after I started working on my thesis, I looked at the labels on my clothes only to find that most of them had been made in Mexico, India, China or Honduras. For some reason it made me feel helpless because I realized that I could not stop buying cheap clothes that were made in China or Mexico because my modest monthly budget does not allow me to only buy things that have a Fair Trade label on them. I was faced with a dilemma: on the one hand, I believed and I still do, that the practice of child labor is unfair and immoral. On the other hand, I continue to buy clothes that may have been made by children. Does this mean that I have failed to live up to my values?
Over the course of the semester this feeling of helplessness intensified. As I read more about Leopold and his idea of man’s relationship with land and the role of ethics, I realized that I am not someone who has lived her life according to these principles. Throughout the book Leopold redefines certain terms and concepts, and ethics is one of them. Until this class I always thought of ethics as a set of rules that govern relationships between humans, or between humans and other living organisms, such as animals. But I had never thought to include land, as defined by Leopold, in all of this. Reading this book, however, made me see things that surround me in a different light.
Not long ago, one of my friends was talking about her experience of working with recent college graduates this summer. She mentioned how these young people, just out of college, seemed to be extremely disappointed by real life. While in college, most of them had planned to go on to do some great things in life. After graduation, however, everything had changed. Instead of pursuing their dreams, they had decided to take a job that would simply pay their bills every month. As my friend and I got further into the conversation, we started talking about our own lives and how they might unfold. Will I be one of those college graduates? Or will my life be as meaningful as I want it to be? I would like to think that the latter will happen, but at the same time, I know that I can never be certain of what could change in the years to come. I am currently in the process of applying to law schools. I am certain that I want to get a degree in International Law. I also know that I want to work for an international non-governmental organization (NGO) or an inter-governmental organization (IGO) that focuses on the protection of human rights worldwide. As certain as I am that this is what I want to do with my life, still, as I type these lines, I wonder what I will think if I look at this writing ten or fifteen years from now. 

Over the years I have discovered that life is full of unexpected things. Five years ago I would have had a hard time seeing myself as a senior at a private college in the United States. Growing up I had never thought that I would be able to live far away from my family and friends. But today, as I look at my life, I really think that impossible is nothing. It just depends on how far you are willing to go. I agree that it is not easy to put yourself outside the box, to leave that comfort zone where everyone and everything is so familiar. Even though I have had to do this twice before, I still do not look forward to doing it again because it is part of the human nature to be afraid of the unknown. At the same time, I know that the world does not end at the edge of our comfort zone and there are things to be known and explored beyond that. And my interest in these things is strong enough to force me to pursue them. I know that it is sometimes very hard to live up to expectations, and especially those that we set for ourselves. But my expectation for myself is to have a meaningful life which I see in the work I want to do for the rest of my life. Without that I can not imagine being happy, and since happiness is what we all seek in life, it is my hope that I will be able to do everything I can in order to get there sooner or later. 

As I near the end of my college career at Augsburg, I realize that there is a lot of material, the content from each class, that I will be taking away. But more important than that are the skills and ideas that I have had a chance to discuss in or outside of class, in conversations with classmates and professors, in late night talks with roommates and friends that lasted until morning. I feel that I am nearing the end of one of the most important phases in life and I admit that I am scared. At the same time, I feel excited because I see it as another test for me to see how strong I really can be. I do not know whether or not I will be able to pass this test, but I know that I will work hard not to fail it. 


In conclusion, I would like to say that as hard as it was to take two keystone courses in one semester, I feel that I got my worth back for all the work I had to do. In both classes I was challenged to think differently, which, in my opinion, paid back. It  triggered in my mind questions that I had seldom asked myself before. Now I know I will continue to challenge myself by asking the same questions before I make an important step in life and I am thankful that I am leaving Augsburg knowing that. 
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