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Nicholas Kristof provides a lens into a world of turmoil
NY Times columnist encourages Elon 
community to do good
 Nicholas Kristof, clean shaven and 
decorously dressed, looked out over a 
crowd of Elon University students and 
family members. He commended the 
students on their academic 
achievements and made no distinction 
between the females and the males. 
Elon students, regardless of their 
gender, sat clad in black robes and 
listened to Kristof speak.   In an 
auditorium in Elon, North Carolina, 
gender mattered little. Maybe even not 
at all.  But as Kristof stood under the 
florescent lights, he described a country 
drastically different from the small 
town his audience knew. He spoke of a 
nation where only males were capable 
of reading a column in "The New York 
Times" and gender determined 
opportunity. 
 Terarai Trent of Zimbabwe served 
as his evidence. Her father prohibited 

her from attending school and earning an 
education. Kristof repeated her story 
Tuesday at Elon University’s 
Convocation for Honors ceremony.
        This young prodigy taught herself 
to read from her brother’s schoolbooks, 
Kristof said.
         After negotiations, her father 
allowed her to attend school. She had 
less than one year of formal education 
before her father married her off to an 
abusive husband who did not want an 
educated wife. 
       “The fact that we are all in this room 
today proves that we have won the 
lottery of life,” Kristof said to an 
auditorium full of Elon University 
students, faculty and families.
 These “winners” have the 
responsibility to improve the standard of 
living of those less fortunate, Kristof 
said. 

 “The tendency in our country is to 
believe that the only way to bring a bout 
change is through the government,” he 
said. “But there are ordinary people in 
every stripe of life who are simply 
seeking change.”
 He described the genesis of 
organizations such Teach for America 
and Unite for Sight. These proactive 
organizations evolved from two 
undergraduate’s thesis paper into 
influential programs.
 “Talent is universal, but 
opportunity is not,” he said. “And that is 
one of the problems we can remedy.”
 Representative from Heifer 
International, an organization dedicated 
to reducing poverty, spoke to a group of 
women in Zimbabwe. They learned of 
Trent’s dream for an education and 
provided her with the resources she 
needed in order to obtain an education.
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 “They recognized that she had such talents,” Kristof said.
 Trent took correspondence courses, traveled to the U.S. and 
earned a bachelor’s degree. She now has a doctoral degree.
 “When someone like that is able to overcome those 
obstacles and achieve much because of the help of other 
people, then we have a responsibility to spread that 
opportunity,” Kristof said. 
 Kristof’s statement reflects Elon University’s commitment 
to producing global and informed citizens. 
 “Through his writing we see a commitment to these values 
are made regularly,” said Pamela Kiser, interim dean of Elon 
College, the College of Arts and Sciences, during the 
introduction for Kristof. “Through his travel studies and 
writing he continues to ask his readers to grapple with the 
issues of our time.” 

Although global issues seem difficult to tackle, Kristof 
encouraged his audience to solve a manageable problem 
associated with the overarching obstacle.
 “There are people who work maybe not to solve the 
problem, but to chip away at it,” he said. 
 A transformation in the life of one individual contributes to 
the ultimate solution.
 “Anyone who has traveled to these places has seen 
projects that have worked,” he said.
 Kristof acknowledged the high percentage of Elon 
students who study abroad, but he warned students against only 
traveling with the comforts of the Elon community and in 
secure nations.

 “Try to get beyond your comfort zone where you don’t 
know what is going on, and you’re tempted to head back to the 
airport,” Kristof said. “There have been times when I wanted to 
run to the airport and head home, but that’s what made it such a 
rich experience.”
 He said that people do not need to travel abroad to 
experience insecurity and discomfort. It is possible for 
individuals to extend themselves beyond their comfort level in 
the United States. The main objective is to act to improve the 
public good, regardless of the location.
 “I really hope that those of you who are students will 
really anchor your lives to some sort of meaning,” Kristof said. 
“I think it will bring you fulfillment. I also think it will bring 
you perspective about where we are in the world. 
 A woman’s experience in Darfur enabled her to 
understand her fortune to be born in the United States. Kristof 
described the brutality this woman had witnessed and 
characterized her as an emotionally strong woman. 

When she returned to America she sat in a garden and 
watched a bird eat off a man-made bird feeder. The idea of 
humans caring for the birds contrasted the lack of humanity in 
Africa. The woman cried for the first time since she lived 
abroad. 
 “She had the incredibly good fortune to be born in a 
country that helps to make sure that wild birds don’t go hungry 
in the winter,” Kristof said.

Nicholas Kristof provides a lens Continued

“Talent is universal, but 
opportunity is not. And that is 
one of the problems we can 
remedy.”

Nicholas Kristof
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