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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

We proudly present the 6th Issue of FrameWorks: A Journal of Under-
graduate Research in the Interdisciplinary Humanities. Over the 2024-2025
academic year and well into the summer, the FrameWorks Fellows worked
hard to conceive, research, write, present, refine, and edit articles that ad-
dressed themes germane to the city in which we live and which our univer-
sity serves. We are calling this the “Our Houston” edition.

Houston, AKA Bayou City, the Energy Capital of the World, H-Town,
Space City, is difficult to pin down. Of course, there are textbook facts: it
was founded in 1836; it is named after General Sam Houston; its summer
are too hot and humid. Other such facts include Houston being home to
Johnson Space Center, the Texas Medical Center (the world’s largest health-
care and research complex), major players in just about every aspect of en-
ergy industry, and the nation’s busiest port in terms of waterborne tonnage
(“Houston Ship Channel”). Uncontestably, it has championship sports fran-
chises like the Astros (2017, 2022), Rockets (1994, 1995) and the Houston
Dash (the inaugural NWSL Challenge Cup winners in 2020). Not to be out-
done, the city’s NFL franchise, the Houston Texans, have a cool logo. And
their stellar facilities come in handy when the city hosts its annual “Super
Bowl of Country Culture” (Sims), the Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo.
These are facts on which we can all agree.

Trickier to pin down, however, is our Houston’s cultural character.
Its various top-class industries (energy, healthcare, aeronautics, shipping)
and lower cost-of-living relative to other major urban centers in the U.S.
make the it appealing to migrants from across the country and world. As a
result, Houston is often described as one of America’s most economically,
linguistically, and culturally diverse cities (Hu; Batalova, Fix, Lacarte). All
this to say that while Houstonians may agree on some facts about our city,
but we also live here in many different ways, reflecting a multitude of ori-
gins, histories, ideals, cultural practices, and faiths. To fully know Houston,
one might say, is to see and comprehend it through the viewpoints of others
(with apologies to Adithi).

The articles in this edition of FrameWorks attest to our city’s hetero-
geneity. Each invites readers to know Houston a little better by stepping
into one of its many cultural pockets and to consider the histories, tensions,
challenges, aspirations, and /or successes to be found there.

Noah Cook immerses himself in the paintings of Mark Rothko, ex-
amining the ethos underlying the evolution of the Menil Chapel and its
battle with Houston’s notorious elements. Emme Tomasello assesses the
University of Houston’s response to the polarizing presence and deface-
ment of Shahzia Sikander’s sculpture, Witness. Adithi Nythruva sees Rama’s
exile and eventual triumph, as described in the Ramayana, as a mirror to
the experience of Hindu Indian immigrants to Houston and their successful



establishment of a thriving community. Sophie Nguyen reads poems from
Ocean Vuong’s first collection, Night Sky with Exit Wounds, as well as their
critical reception, as revealing the tension experienced by many Vietnamese
American immigrants (and subsequent generations) between Vietnamese-
ness and Americanness. Anisah Khan’s research was inspired by the desire
to have greater understanding of the 1947 Partition’s legacy in Houston’s
South Asian community. Romina Suarez sees in Houston’s rich muralism
tradition an opportunity to rouse the city’s young Latinos and Latinas to
scholarly and professional success.

In its own way, each article tells the story of people committed to bet-
tering their world, be that through art, protests, education, faith, or a more
nuanced understanding of themselves and others. That, I would suggest, is
a worthy encapsulation of our Houston’s denizens: our opinions may differ
to the point of irreconcilability, but we are resolutely hopeful.

FrameWorks now includes a new section that features the winners of
the Human Situation Best Essay Prize. This year’s best essays were written
by Sarah Malik and Carden Tran. We include them in the journal in the
hope that they, too, will inspire student writers to new heights.

The FrameWorks Program is hugely indebted to Profs. Laura Bland
and Robert Cremins, both of whom are moving on from the University of
Houston. They have been stalwart supporters of the program in spirit, as
mentors, Editorial Board members and, in Prof. Bland’s case, as a workshop
leader. My sincerest thanks and best wishes to you both.

Finally, the FrameWorks Program will be taking a sabbatical year in
2025-2026. See you again in 2026-2027!

Max Rayneard, Editor
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To Brighten a City,
To Enlighten a Soul:
A Look Inside
Houston’s Rothko
Chapel

By Noah Cook

Houston unfolds in layers. Glass towers, shining with wealth, pierce the
haze of Gulf humidity that hangs over the city’s restless arteries; its feeder
roads, highways, a labyrinth of concrete and commerce. My eyes are drawn
to Billboards: Shell, ExxonMobil, the names of personal injury lawyers, the
“Best Barbecue in the City,” flash at me for a moment, then shrink away in my
rearview, before being swallowed by the sprawl behind me. Houston does not
slow down. Its heat and traffic move in waves as the city expands and devours
itself block by block.

Driving into the Montrose neighborhood, the Menil Campus emerges
like an interruption, a pocket of stillness. The city’s six-lane highways and
strip malls that clamor for attention narrow into suburban streets with old
oaks leaning over sidewalks, their branches shade for low-slung bungalows.
The pace seems to slow. I park and step into the thick air as the Houston
sun presses down on me like a weight. Before me stands the Rothko Chapel:
small, unassuming, almost severe in its simplicity. No steeple, no stained glass,
no ornamentation, only an octagonal brick structure. Unlike the tumult of
skyscrapers and billboards and heat which imposes itself on my senses, the
Chapel’s appeal is subtler. It doesn’t so much announce itself as absorb me.

I remember the first time the Chapel door shut behind me and the noise
of the city was gone: no car horns, no distant hum of air conditioners, no
footsteps on pavement. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust. There were
no guided tours, no didactic panels offering clarification, just a quiet octag-
onal room with a skylight overhead and fourteen towering canvases lining
the walls, each painted with brooding hues: deep plums, layered blacks, the
faintest suggestion of maroon drew me in to...what? I felt uncertain, even put
off. This was art? These were the paintings? Just rectangles? Just shadows?



What was I supposed to see? What was [ supposed to feel? I sat. I waited. At
first, the paintings remained inert, the way monochromatic clouds sometimes
refuse to reveal if they hold rain. But slowly, depth emerged. The maroons
were no longer just maroons. The blacks no longer felt flat. They breathed.
They moved. The longer I looked, the more [ sensed something pressing back:
a quiet force, a mood or feeling that resisted interpretation. The next time [
visited, it was there again, but different.

This is what makes the Rothko Chapel more than an exhibition space.
Meaning isn’t fixed here. It is contingent. The same paintings look different
under summer’s midday glare than they do in the wintertime dusk. The same
visitor might feel grief one day and solace the next. This fluidity is the Chap-
el’s essence. The space changes according to the viewer’s emotional sensibili-
ty, subtle nuances of light, the presence of other visitors. It does not insist — it
allows. That is its power. The Chapel asks something of its visitors. At its
heart, it’s an experiment in how space shapes meaning, how architecture and
art create a site both deeply personal and unmistakably public.

While it’s visionary artist, Mark Rothko, is typically identified with New
York City, his Chapel is avowedly Houstonian. Our city’s light is an unrelent-
ing force, a brute presence that presses in on the Chapel. Its high-rises and
asphalt are mirrors for the Texas sun, reflecting its white-hot glare. Rothko’s
canvases, by contrast, absorb. They take in the light, hold it, distort it, affect-
ing a kind of muted luminescence that is no accident. The Chapel’s greatness
is the work of many hands: Rothko, who crafted the paintings to respond to
Houston’s light; Dominique de Menil, who envisioned a space for its spiritu-
al modernism; Philip Johnson and the architects who shaped the building’s
evolving form; and the human rights activists who later found meaning in its
silence and shadow (Breslin 462).

This is the story of the Rothko Chapel.

Rothko’s journey to the Chapel began not in Houston, but in the Pale of
Settlement, a stretch of imperial Russia where Jewish families were permit-
ted to live — until they were forced to flee. Born Markus Yakovlevich Roth-
kowitz in Dvinsk in 1903, he was five when his family escaped the pogroms
and resettled in Portland, Oregon. Rothko adapted swiftly, mastering English,
eventually earning a scholarship to Yale, an opportunity he abandoned when
he became disillusioned by his experience of “elitism and anti-Semitism.” He
moved to New York City in 1924. It was there that he first immersed himself
in painting at the Art Students League (“Mark Rothko”).

For nearly two decades, Rothko searched for a form that could sustain
his evolving sensibility, defined by a longing for emotional immediacy and
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spiritual depth. His early works were grounded in figuration and mytholo-
gy: scenes of subway riders, mythic creatures, and biomorphic shapes (“Mark
Rothko”). But none of these felt complete. By the late 1940s, Rothko arrived at
the style that would define him: luminous, rectangular fields of color layered
so subtly they seemed to breathe on the canvas.

Rothko’s stylistic shift coincided with the rise of Abstract Expression-
ism, a movement that rejected realism in favor of gesture, scale, and raw emo-
tion. Rothko found a home in its ethos, though his work was more meditative
than explosive. As his reputation grew, he was invited to teach at the Califor-
nia School of Fine Arts, where he further developed his belief that color could
evoke feeling rather than depict form. His vision found its Medici in 1964,
when Houston philanthropists Dominique and John de Menil offered Rot-
hko $250,000 and full creative authority to design a chapel modeled loosely
on Matisse’s Chapelle du Rosaire in Vence, France (“Mark Rothko”). The re-
sult became what Rothko’s biographer, ].E. Breslin, describes as “the defining
project of his life” (462).

Though raised in a secular Jewish household, and though he had dis-
tanced himself from formal religion, Rothko remained deeply interested in
the spiritual dimensions of art, and the de Menils, whom he described as “gen-
erous, reassuring presences,” spoke to his desire to invoke the spiritual with-
out religious doctrine or symbols (465).

The de Menils, for their part, were devoted patrons of the arts. When
Dominique and John fled Nazi-occupied France and arrived in Houston in
1941 they had yet to embrace modern art. Their tastes leaned toward classical
forms — Renaissance portraiture, religious iconography, and academic real-
ism — but exposure to Houston’s and New York’s arts circles, now enhanced
by the presence of exiled European avant-garde artists like Max Ernst, Marcel
Duchamp, and André Breton, reshaped their predilections. Dominique later
recalled that by the time they returned to France after the war, modernism’s
emotional and spiritual force had become clear to her — most vividly in her
recognition of the power in the modernist portrait Max Ernst had once paint-
ed of her (Filler).

During this period of aesthetic awakening, Dominique met one of her
most influential mentors: Father Marie-Alain Couturier, a Dominican priest
who believed that modern art could channel the divine. Raised Protestant and
converted to Roman Catholicism in 1932, Dominique was already attuned to
questions of faith and inner transformation (Glueck). Couturier’s conviction
that line, and color could evoke the sacred without resorting to traditional
iconography resonated deeply with Dominique. At a time when many clerics
dismissed modernism, he championed it, helping her commission spiritually
charged works from artists like Henri Matisse and Fernand Léger (Breslin
461-462).
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Through Couturier, Dominique came to believe that art need not depict
saints to be holy - it could generate spiritual experience through form itself.
She saw art as capable of transporting, disrupting, even sanctifying the view-
er. Commissioning living artists to create sacred spaces wasn't just novel; it
was spiritually necessary. Art, she believed, had to speak to the present — to
those standing before it in real time — not through doctrine or tradition, but
through aesthetic encounter, what The Menil Collection would later describe
as “an oasis in the midst of daily life...a moment to pause, reflect, and reinvig-
orate” (“History”).

Dominique’s belief in the sacralizing power of abstract modernist form
led her to Rothko. His paintings offered no figures, no narrative; they shaped
the viewer’s experience through abstraction. To Dominique, Rothko fulfilled
Couturier’s vision, according to which color, depth, and form alone could stir
the soul without doctrine. Her vision for the Chapel was that it could hold no
relics or icons. It needed to be built around something alive, open, unbound -
art that invited contemplation rather than prescribed belief (Breslin 461-462).
This was the potential she saw in Rothko’s palette of deep sangrias, blackened
reds, oppressive maroons.

When Dominique first commissioned Rothko, she envisioned a Roman
Catholic chapel on the campus of the University of St. Thomas. But tensions
with the Basilian Fathers — conservative priests who viewed her love of mod-
ernist art as being at odds with her Roman Catholic affiliations — forced her
to look elsewhere. Defying their prescriptive orthodoxy, Dominique found
a home for Rothko’s chapel across the street, on land it would one day share
with the larger Menil Collection, itself a sanctuary for art (Wolf).

Enter Philip Johnson, a young, ambitious architect already trusted by
the de Menils, having designed their home in 1948 (Mugrabi) and St. Thomas
University in 1957 (Breslin 465). Naturally, they turned to him for the Chap-
el. Johnson’s initial vision incorporated the chapel into a grand “cloisterlike
campus mall” aligned with the university’s spiritual and academic pursuits.
His initial design for the Chapel portion of the building featured a square
base, elevated concrete walls, and a pyramidal tower with an oculus to soften
Houston’s harsh light (465).

But Rothko had other ideas and, having been promised full creative
freedom by Dominique, held firm. He wasn’t interested in building an archi-
tecture exhibit. He was crafting an inner sanctum. Inspired by the octagonal
Byzantine church of S. Maria Assunta, he envisioned an enclosed, tomb-like
space. For Rothko, everything hinged on the experience inside the Chapel.
While Johnson accepted Rothko’s floor plan in 1964, their collaboration soon
collapsed. Over the next three years, they clashed bitterly: Rothko demanded
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control over the interior’s emotional tone - its stillness and restraint were
essential to the spiritual encounter he envisioned — while Johnson, more the-
atrical by nature, pursued architectural grandeur (464-466).

Light was at the heart of their dispute. Johnson, treated light as a design
element — envisioning the Texas sun filtering through the pyramid and dis-
persing softly into the space. But Rothko wanted the Chapel’s light to match
the more gently diffused New York “lighting on...his new 69th Street studio.”
(465). He wanted to avoid overexposing the paintings in too harsh a glare, and
instead sought a softer light that allowed the viewer to explore the paintings
at their own pace. Rothko, for his part, saw Johnson’s pyramidal tower as an
intrusion, calling it “an Egyptian dunce cap” (465).

Yet, this dispute reflects Rothko’s greatest challenge: the fragile bal-
ancing of light and dark. His paintings, which feature murky colors but no
recognizable subject matter, ask the viewer to consider presence and ab-
sence, and nothing unsettled their effect more than uncontrolled light. He
once said his only concern was “expressing basic human emotions” (Rod-
man). However, emotions weren’t rendered in recognizable abstractions
but in the interplay between colors. A shift in lighting could flatten a canvas,
strip its depth, turn mystery into clarity, intensity into dullness.

Still, Rothko would not yield, and in 1967 Johnson walked away. Houston
architects Howard Barnstone and Eugene Aubry stepped in and, forewarned,
followed Rothko’s lead (Breslin 466). They designed a Chapel wouldn’t reach
upward, as Johnson’s had, but would sink inward, enclosing visitors in a mut-
ed, almost subterranean stillness. They worked to reflect the artist’s vision.
Houston’s relentless sun seemed intent on undermining it, however. I think
about Rothko’s obsessive efforts to control light every time I enter the Chapel.
The light filters differently by the hour, changing how I feel in the presence
of the canvases. Did Rothko anticipate how his colors would shift in the play
of light? I wonder if he knew how fragile the emotional encounter with his
work would be. That even the subtlest shift could recast stillness as grief, or
sadness as wonder. Regardless, I see his insistence on diffuse light as a defense
of subtlety, an appeal to the virtue of patience, a refusal to overexpose what
should reveal itself in its own time.

Rothko died by suicide on February 25, 1970, and never saw the
Chapel completed. He had planned to install the works himself but never
made the trip to Houston (474). That responsibility now fell to Dominique
who, when she received Rothko’s 18 paintings (four of which were to be
kept in storage), carefully followed the precise hanging measurements he
had given her in 1967 (474). The artist was gone, but the vision endured.
The Chapel could not be a shrine to his absence. Dominique wanted the
Chapel to belong to everyone, regardless of creed or background. She saw
spiritual experience as universal, and so at its 1972 dedication, she invited
Catholics, Jews, Buddhists, Muslims, and others across traditions to sanctify
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the Chapel (474). She insisted that no overt iconography be displayed in the
Chapel, ensuring Rothko’s paintings would serve as portals for universal re-
flection, rather than denominational declarations (Wolf). Thus, it is a space
where meaning is discovered rather than prescribed. Dominique de Menil
must have had faith in that openness. Why else strip a space so bare unless you
trust that something sacred would still emerge?

Decades later, I feel welcomed, seen, understood — not by a deity, but by
the Chapel itself. I see this as Dominique’s legacy. She did not build a temple,
but a question.

It did not take long for the Chapel became a fixture of Houston, a gentle
counterpoint to the city’s glittering towers and endless highways. Over time,
the city’s excesses seemed to wear on the Chapel. The paintings, which were
designed for filtered, diffused light, began to fade (Breslin 482) as UV rays
poured through the oculus and triggered chemical reactions in the paint, dull-
ing depth and muting contrast (Marshall). Conservators, guardians of Roth-
ko’s vision, have spent decades fighting back. By 1974, a scrim — mockingly
described by some as a giant fabric “diaper” (Shapiro) — was installed beneath
the oculus to diffuse the light, but the sun still forced its way in. In 1976, a
metal baffle replaced the scrim, darkening the space, but still the paintings
suffered. By the late 1990s, UV exposure had so faded the pigments that the
Chapel had to close for an 18-month, $1.8 million restoration (Dewan).

For its 50th anniversary in 2024, another $30 million restoration aimed
to restore Rothko’s original vision: Dominique once recalled that Rothko
wanted his paintings to be “seen in the same light in which they had been
painted” (Breslin 468). The Chapel was closed to the public in early March
of 2019 for an eighteen-month restoration (Balter) so conservators could re-
move the baffle and install a louvered skylight designed by Rothko’s son
Christopher, under the auspices of George Sexton Associates, a Washington
DC-based museum design firm. The new design replicates the parachuted
diffuser in Rothko’s New York studio. Now, a 19°7” aluminum frame with
insulated glass, fixed louvers, and a veiled plastic scrim softens the sun’s glare
and spreads the light evenly so that it settles on the canvases as Rothko in-
tended, at least in theory (Shapiro).

Perhaps Rothko’s greatest work wasn'’t just the paintings or the Chap-
el, but what he inspired: a fifty-year and ongoing attempt to hold together
his elusive vision. Preserving his paintings continues to be a difficult task.
The new louvered skylight was a major step, but it wasn’t enough. Alongside
the sun’s threat to the delicate balance of colors, Houston’s violent humidity
stretches Rothko’s canvases. Conservators monitor pigment stability, manage
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a specialized cooling system, and adjust for every environmental shift (Sha-
piro). It is as though Rothko’s obsession with control - the silent layering of
paint, the stepping back, adjusting, layering again — now belongs to conserva-
tors who will never meet him. They must interpret his intent through its fad-
ing traces, though they are charged with slowing and even halting the decline.
The paradox in the age of climate-crisis is clear: to arrest change, conserva-
tors must constantly adapt. Preservation is its own art that, like Rothko’s, is
open-ended, perpetual, and urgent.

In June 2024, before the Chapel could be reopened for its 50th anni-
versary celebrations, a storm in the Gulf swelled into a monstrous Category
5 hurricane. Beryl, as it was named, tore across the Yucatén before setting its
sights on Texas. When it struck Houston on July 8th, the city dimmed, streets
flooded, trees fell, and the Rothko Chapel was breached. The roof was com-
promised and leaking water damaged the interior walls and one of Rothko’s
black triptychs on the east side of the building (Rourner; Nelson). Conser-
vators leapt to action, repairing what the storm had harmed, and by Decem-
ber 17th, 2024, the doors reopened (Nelson), the paintings, though damaged,
were rehung.

George Sexton Associates believed they “achieved Rothko’s intent for
the chapel interior” (Shapiro). Of course, it is impossible to know if Roth-
ko would have agreed. Light is never truly fixed. Even the light of his New
York studio changed — morning, afternoon, the dim glow of evening. Can the
replica skylight capture what, by its very nature, refuses to stay the same? Or
would Rothko have accepted that the Chapel, like the world, is always in a
state of becoming? It is not a sealed tomb; it breathes its vital connection with
the Menil Campus, the Broken Obelisk that stands near its entrance, the Texas
sky, its visitors. For what it’s worth, to my eyes at least, the Chapel and Hous-
ton’s light seemed to have reached a détente. Now, as the sun moves across the
sky, Rothko’s paintings respond with measured calm. The Chapel no longer
resists the city’s light; it suspires with it.

Light, water, and time may seem like enemies of the Chapel, but what if
they’ve become an ineluctable part of it? Rothko’s fixation with light implies
— at least to me — that he saw his art not as isolated from the elements, but as

! A baffle is a physical barrier or obstruction used to control the flow of light, sound, or air. In the Chapel,
the original baffle was installed to diffuse harsh sunlight entering through the skylight, but it proved
ineffective over time.

% Louvered refers to a system of angled slats or blades designed to regulate light or airflow. In architectural
design, louvered skylights allow natural light to enter while minimizing glare or direct sun exposure.
*The term parachuted refers to the suspended, fabric-like diffuser Rothko installed in his New York stu-
dio, resembling the canopy of a parachute. It was designed to scatter light softly over his paintings, avoid-
ing harsh illumination.
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communing with them, shaped by light and space (Breslin 465). This paradox
— that the elements and time are not just adversaries of the work, but are in-
creasingly part of it — is definitional of the Chapel. The law of entropy prom-
ises that disorder increases as time passes (Hall). I believe Rothko embraced
this. His Chapel lives within that tension. It offers a kind of permanence, a
space where the paintings are revered and protected. Yet the elements, relent-
less, intrude and somehow make them more themselves.

Sitting in the Chapel’s stillness, I feel reverence, as well as the weight
of time pressing in on the building and its canvases from all sides. The sacred
is not immune to decay. And yet, inside that slow unraveling of everything,
there is peace.

As the Chapel, its visitors, and Houston became more closely inter-
twined with each other, it became a beacon for reflection. Inside the Chapel,
time slows and distractions fall away. Rothko’s canvases do not dictate mean-
ing but they can be confrontational. They aren’t always comforting. Roth-
ko’s biographer, James E.B. Breslin, wrote that “the paintings begin to feel
oppressive” when one truly sits with them (481). I feel it too, perched on a
bench, chin in palms, overcome by a quiet mourning, a sense of enclosure, a
particular kind of sadness.

Not everyone finds immediate clarity in the Chapel. Reflecting on her
visit, New York Times writer Jacqui Shine admitted she “wanted very badly
to be moved” (Shine). In 2017, ten years after losing her mother, she came
seeking understanding, maybe even closure, but the paintings offered no
easy comfort. “Purposeful looking [became] an exercise in failure,” she wrote,
seemingly recognizing that meaning could not be forced. She sat for hours,
waiting, until something emerged: “the graceful curve of a spine” within the
maroon depths of Rothko’s canvases, echoing the shape of her mother’s ex-
haustion as she died. In that moment, she felt something unexpected: relief.

Relief, to me, is not about answers, it is about recognition. Rothko said
he was “interested only in expressing basic human emotions - tragedy, ec-
stasy, doom, and so on” (Rodman). Perhaps that is why the Chapel endures. It
does not resolve suffering; it makes suffering visible. Its power is evident not
only in the stories of those who come to confront personal grief, but also by
the collective causes whose representatives have been drawn to it.

In December 1948, just over two decades before the Rothko Chapel
would open, the United Nations adopted the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, which asserted that dignity and freedom were birthrights, not privi-
leges (Ghosal). Inarguably, the Declaration was motivated by the past horrors
of World War II and the collective conviction that they should never be re-
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peated. However, its impact would be felt especially over the coming decades,
as civil rights and social justice movements erupted across the world.

When the Chapel opened in 1971, it seemed to absorb that unrest. The
Chapel became a stage for moral reflection, with activists, thinkers, and world
leaders drawn to Rothko’s canvases, their capacity to hold silence, grief, and
moral urgency without prescribing meaning. Over the years, the Chapel has
become a gathering place for those who bear witness to the world’s suffering:
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Nelson Mandela, the Dalai Lama, former Presi-
dent Jimmy Carter, among others (“Rothko Chapel").

As these voices have gathered, the light inside the Chapel, a gentle
glow, took on new meaning: a symbol of moral clarity, shining into the dark-
est corners of human experience. Rothko’s paintings entered into dialogue
with history’s deepest struggles. The interplay of shadow and illumination,
so central to his work, mirrored the tensions in these moments: oppression
and freedom, despair and the possibility of change. Darren Walker, president
of the Ford Foundation, a global philanthropic organization focused on ad-
vancing human dignity and justice, explains that the Chapel is “affixed right at
the intersection of arts and social justice.” Ultimately, Rothko’s art, as Walker
contends, is not about “relationships of color or form” (Walker). It is about
human relationships, which share the Chapel’s contradictions: light and dark,
suffering and renewal, silence and speech.

Inevitably, the Chapel’s all-accommodating vision was interpreted as a
threat by those whose worldviews are exclusionary. In 2018, vandals defaced
the Chapel, scrawling “It’s okay to be white” across its entrance and into the
reflecting pool of Broken Obelisk (Allyn), a work by Barnett Newman (1963-
67) that is installed outside the Chapel and which honors Martin Luther King
Jr. According to Breslin, the piece reflects the Chapel’s fusion of abstract art
and civic, moral witness (483). The violence was not just physical, but ideo-
logical, rejecting the Chapel’s quiet universality and refusal to serve any single
creed.

And yet, just as it survived excessive light, so the Chapel endures despite
human darkness. Today, local and international organizations partner with
the Chapel to host dialogues on race, the environment, and gender, trans-
forming this quiet octagonal space into an arena for collective introspection
(Rothko Chapel, “Programs”). The Chapel’s power lies in making people sit
with hard questions. Strangers of different faiths and politics find themselves
in the same room, staring at the same canvases, wrestling with shared con-
tradictions. That is the Chapel’s essence: enlightenment, spiritual or societal,
comes only when we confront the darkness.
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I've lived under Houston’s sun for most of my life. I know what it is
to squint against it, to seek shelter from it, to begrudgingly admire it for its
relentless dominance. Rothko, however, tried to tame it. He wanted light that
submits rather than dominates. Inside his Chapel, light behaves differently. It
does not blind or demand submission. It falls gently on the shoulders of those
who gather — activists, mourners, seekers of justice — revealing them in all
their complexity. It is the kind of light that testifies to the nuance, specificity,
and multiplicity of human suffering. It discloses gently, refusing to let suffer-
ing vanish into shadow, or blinding us to it through overexposure.

I've been sitting on the same bench since I first arrived. The paintings
hover before me — unchanged, yet entirely different. The soft dusk light slides
across the West triptych, and I see something I hadn’t before: a warmth bleed-
ing through the darkness, a quiet glow caught at the canvas’s edge, as if the
paintings are holding onto the day’s last breath. I came searching for some-
thing. Is this it? I don’t know what I've found, but I do not want to leave. Not
yet. Because I, too, live beneath Houston’s light and reckon with its passion,
its mercilessness, its sheer undeniability. But inside the Chapel, the light is no
longer something to endure. It is something to stand within.
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Between Idolatry

and Censorship: The
University of Houston
and the Witness
Controversies

By Emme Tomasello

At 3 am. on July 8, 2024, as most Houstonians were sheltering
from Hurricane Beryl, a man climbed the elaborate hoop skirt of Shahzia
Sikander’s 18-foot statue, Witness, a temporary exhibit scheduled to be on
display in the Cullen Family Plaza at the University of Houston [UH] from
February 28 to October 31, 2024. Reaching her head, which was adorned
with two large curled braids, he battered it with a hammer until it fell to
the ground. Witness had long been subject to protests, inflammatory op-
eds describing it as satanic, petitions, and now iconoclasm. In this article,
[ will use anthropologist Victor Turner’s account of the “social drama” and
sociologist James Hunter’s “Culture Wars” as analytical frameworks to assess
UH’s response to the controversy arising out of the commission, display, and
beheading of Witness. Gathering press accounts, social media, and institutional
records, I argue the conflict demonstrates how, in an increasingly polarized
political climate, the institutional impulse to disappear rather than anticipate
and address controversial public art heightens rather than assuages tensions
between stakeholders. The purpose of this article is not to question UH’s
intentions throughout the controversy, nor to suggest that it deliberately
sought to censor Sikander. Rather, the controversy illustrates the impossible
bind in which institutions of higher learning find themselves in an era of
sociopolitical polarization.

Turner’s theory of Social Drama describes periods of conflict and “tensional
irruption” within a community (1974: 33) — for our purposes, the UH com-
munity. The rupture of everyday life is characterized by four stages: breach,
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crisis, redress, and reconciliation. The breach initiates the social drama and
constitutes the breaking of a rule or norm that governs regular social life.
This has the potential to balloon into a “state of crisis...which...[splits] the
community into contending factions and coalitions” (1982: 92).! The fig-
ures of legitimate authority in the community — for our purposes, the UH’s
administration — apply redressive measures to restore “the peaceful tenor”
of the community group. In Turner’s thinking, redress serves the interests
of the authorities who, rather than adapting their ethos to engage with the
conflict internal to their community, are primarily vested in the efficient
reestablishment of peace or the appearance thereof — what he refers to as
the “status quo ante” (1982: 10). For Turner, the final stage, or reconciliation,
entails either “the reintegration of the disturbed social group” into the com-
munity or “the social recognition of irreparable breach between the con-
testing parties” (1982: 71), the collective equivalent of agreeing to disagree.
Failure to reconcile may result in an endemic crisis without end “until some
radical restructuring of social relationships [...] is undertaken” (1982: 92).
The social drama that coalesced around Witness took complex forms, as it
involved multiple stakeholders, breaches, and phases of crisis and redress.?

The sociologist James Hunter was the first to apply the now ubiqui-
tous phrase “culture wars” (translated from the German term kulturkampf) to
describe America’s seemingly irreconcilable sociopolitical conflicts. When
such controversies revolve around over public art works, they often reflect
deep-seated disagreements “over how art is defined” (Hunter 237). Two com-
munities, anti-abortion activists and the art community, responded to the ex-
hibition and the disfigurement of Witness on the basis of different conceptions
of art. Hunter argues that the Christian Right typically hold the view that
art should reflect their understanding of God and are quick to label art as
profane and offensive when in their estimation it perverts His image (Hunter
248). The anti-abortion perspective (represented here by Kim Schwartz writ-
ing for texasrighttolife.com), associated Witness with a pro-abortion ideology
and argued that “disobedience to God certainly should not be esteemed by
society, much less lauded with a statue. On the contrary, art should [...] reveal
the nature of God.” In addition, Schwartz repeatedly calls Witness an “idol” -
an object of false worship — and thus clearly sees the artwork as a breach of
Christian morality, with its placement on campus an affront to God. Rather,

1 My italics.

2 Turner, himself, acknowledges that “the course of a social drama” does not “always ‘run smooth™ (1982:
71). As the Witness controversy — with multiple intersecting layers of breaches, crises, and redressive
measures — proves, it is difficult to account for social drama in a strictly linear fashion, although all rea-
sonable efforts have been made to do so here.
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the art community on the UH campus did not take offense to Witness, but
were alienated by the University’s apparent sidelining and, as PEN America
characterized it, censorship of the artist Shahzia Sikander in response to the
controversy. They perceived the University’s efforts to mollify anti-abortion
protestors as a breach of their trust that the institution was vested in uphold-
ing freedom of artistic expression.

Together, these breaches led to a state of crisis, splitting the campus into
factions: those who wanted Witness to be removed and those who wanted it
(and its disfigurement) to remain visible. Their battle, and others fought over
public art installations across the country,? speak to the war on a national
(if not global) level for cultural hegemony,* a contest “to determine...which
alliance has the institutional resources capable of sustaining [their] particular
vision of reality” (Hunter 158). Public universities — “the primary institutional
means of reproducing community and national identity for succeeding gen-
erations of Americans” (198) — are often caught up in such battles with com-
batants jockeying to win administrations (and their resources) over to their
side. As Hunter goes onto argue, the modern university aims to cultivate a
sanctuary for truth and knowledge, “no matter how unpopular, distasteful, or
politically heterodox the process might sometimes be” (213). Yet, these ideals
need protections beyond those the University can provide: they depend on
state and federal legislative safeguarding and, given that the UH is a public
institution, funding. In an era of hyper-partisanship, cultural conflicts like the
Witness controversy force universities to frame radical inquiry in ways that
placate political and financial benefactors who wish to constrain what they
find distasteful or threatening.

The culture wars over public artwork as it manifests today can be
traced back to the Mandate for Leadership, an extensive set of policy recom-
mendations published by the Heritage Foundation in the wake of Ronald Rea-
gan’s election in 1981. It provided “a plan for the systematic defunding of
the cultural left” and included strategies that were taken up by subsequent
allied administrations (Trend 123). The Mandate for Leadership put public art

3 In 2023, as another notable example, Lydia Nobles’ As I Sit Waiting exhibition was pulled last minute
by Lewis-Clark State College in Idaho for being in violation of the state’s No Public Funds for Abortion
Act, alaw that prohibits public funding “to ‘promote’ abortion” (PEN America). In a further case, Michelle
Hartney’s collaborative, multi-media artwork, Unplanned Parenthood, was censored in 2023 in Idaho, and
met with more calls for censorship in 2025 for its discussion of abortion rights and birth control (Na-
tional Coalition Against Censorship).

4 Hunter draws on Gramsci in his definition of “cultural hegemony.” Accordingly cultural hegemony
is established when ‘the values and interests of one moral community overshadowed and oftentimes
eclipsed those of other communities” (57) - in other words, one community’s cultural system dominates
those of other communities.

23



at the center of an “ideologically charged” battle “over opposing moral values
and fundamental belief systems... [in an] ongoing struggle to define and con-
trol American society” (Darts 105). And few issues have been as consistently
polarizing as abortion, a site of vehement disagreement that was further in-
flamed by the 2022 decision in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization
which reversed the constitutional protection of abortion rights guaranteed
by the 1973 Roe v. Wade decision. Triumphant, the anti-abortion movement
sought to press their advantage, extending the legal conflict into the cultural
realm in hopes of achieving a cultural hegemony in which “abortion [is] mor-
ally unthinkable” (Kaveny 621).

By Sikander’s own account, the political climate surrounding women’s
rights influenced her creation of Havah...to breathe, air, life, the larger four-
piece exhibit of which Witness is a part. A Pakistani-American artist, Sikander
uses transnational and intersectional feminist lenses to create art that ad-
dresses gender, empire, and diaspora. In her “Artist’s Statement” regarding
Havah, Sikander ruminates on the continuous injustices women face despite
decades of “struggle for legal, socioeconomic and political equality” (1). Havah
was co-commissioned by New York City’s Madison Square Park Conservan-
cy and Public Art University of Houston System5 [Public Art UHS] in 2023.¢
It was initially displayed in New York from January 17 to June 4, 2023, and
consisted of two sculptures (NOW and Witness), a looped film entitled Reck-
oning, and an augmented reality experience called Apparition. As a whole, the
exhibition was an allegory that spoke to “women and justice” as well as “ten-
sions between women and power” (Devji and Sikander 13).

When the larger New York City instillation had run its course, only
Witness (and Reckoning) set off for Houston. The statue was placed on the Cul-
len Family Plaza in mid-February of 2024, with its official unveiling sched-
uled for the 28th. Rich with surreal symbolism, Witness reimagines “woman.”
Her torso is human from her head down to her hips, where her tentacle-like
arms and legs tangle together, signifying her rootedness in herself (Devji and
Sikander 13). Witness’ face incorporated the features of multiple female po-
ets (rather than that of any single figure) to create “a broader representation

5 Public Art UHS is the office within the larger UH System responsible for art commissions, display, and
ownership. It is thus primarily responsible for the commission of Witness and directing the response to
the controversy. As the controversy escalated other offices within UH began to take a more active role.
will distinguish the specific offices and the roles they played when they are identifiable. However, given
that such particulars tend to be obscured, I will as often refer to the offices collectively as “the University.”
6 Public Art UHS commissioned Shahzia Sikander’s work for her “strong ties with Houston,” as she has
exhibited and been a fellow at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, and for her pioneering of the Neo-min-
iature artistic movement (Public Art UHS). The committee noted that they commission art based on
“mission congruency, high visibility, unique approach, and ease of installation.”
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of the feminine bridging race and culture” (Afzal-Khan). Her large curling
braids, which Sikander describes as “universal symbols of strength and wis-
dom” (Sikander 2024), are also a reference to cultural hairstyles of Africa and
Asia. Witness wears a combination jabot and lace collar in a nod to the dress
of female supreme court justices Sandra Day O’Connor and Ruth Bader Gins-
berg, respectively. From the waist down, Witness is wrapped with a latticed
hoop skirt inscribed with an intricate mosaic shaped into three letters of the
Arabic script that together spell Havah, which translates to “Eve” in Hebrew
and Arabic, as well as “air” in Urdu (Small). Witness thus subverts the story of
original sin, transforming the narrative “of woman as a threat...into [one of]
power. [Sikander’s] Eve, her Havah, sports her horns like a crown, as a point
of pride” (Warren).

From its initial installation in New York, Sikander’s statues were attacked
in reactionary right-wing online circles which interpreted the work as satanic.
Symbolism that was meant to empower and inspire was instead infused with
fear and horror. The statues’ braids were associated with horns in depictions of
Baphomet, Baal, and “the pagan demon Ashteroth [sic]” (“Press Release”). The
idea was amplified by higher profile conservative pundits like Tucker Carlson,
who painted the statues as demonic, and Michael Knowles, who insisted that
“the next Republican mayor of New York should not only remove but public-
ly destroy this monstrosity” (@michaeljknowles). Such pundits act as cultural
producers, who “define and redefine the meaning of public symbols” (Hunter
59). Their talking points influenced Houston anti-abortion groups who began
to protest Witness nearly a year before it arrived in the city.

While many came to believe that the larger exhibition promoted abor-
tion rights, of the four pieces, only NOW was created in response to the Dobbs
decision (Bilefsky). Even as it received the bulk of the vitriol, Witness was not
created with abortion rights in mind (Small). Arguably, the controversy that
eventually coalesced at UH may have been the result of the erroneous confla-
tion of Witness and its sister statue.

Despite having co-commissioned the work, UH was slow to count-
er the misinformation, enabling “willfully ignorant claims about Sikander’s
sculpture to circulate” (Grunau). They published an FAQ to contest Witness’s
misrepresentation on the Public Art UHS webpage just weeks before it was
unveiled in Houston and nearly a year after the controversy had begun in
New York. Despite its lateness, the document was well-intentioned, coun-
tering the claim that it drew on satanic imagery, while emphasizing that the
work was “funded through private philanthropy, specifically given for the
purpose of public art” (Public Art UHS). It was nevertheless critiqued by the
National Coalition Against Censorship [NCAC] for being published “without
consultation of the artist” signaling a “lack of preparation in advance of...po-
tential controversy” (3). The criticism led Public Art UHS to publish a revised
statement in collaboration with the artist on March 20, 2024, which was ap-
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plauded by the NCAC.” Regardless, Public Art UHS’s alleged initial failure to
consult with Sikander was likely symptomatic of a breakdown in their rela-
tionship in the lead up to the statue’s official unveiling.

Before Witness could be installed on campus, multiple petitions® were
launched to get it taken down. CitizenGO, an ultra-conservative campaign
group, launched a petition on February 19th to “remove [the] offensive dis-
play” (CitizenGO). Eventually accruing 14,055 signatures, the petition argued
that Witness was “filled with satanic imagery,” and glorified “the deaths of mil-
lions of aborted children.” Although the FAQ had already clarified otherwise,
CitizenGO argued that Witness infringed their rights because the “taxes and
tuition” of pro-lifers had been used to fund work offensive to them. This was
a well-worn strategy in the cultural crusades of the 1990s against the Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts, fomented by people like Senator Jesse Helms
who sought to defund for its support of controversial art. He argued that “[i]f
someone wants to write ugly nasty things on the men’s room wall, the taxpay-
ers do not provide the crayons” (Darts 109).

The first and most prominent protest against Witness occurred on
February 28, the day that the statue was officially unveiled (although sporadic
protests would take place throughout the spring). It was staged by Tradition,
Family, Property [TFP] Student Action who are described by the Southern
Poverty Law Center as “a far-right traditionalist group” (Beirich). It also fea-
tured Texas Values, Texas Right to Life, and Students for Life, organizations
with proven success advocating for anti-abortion legislation in Texas and be-
yond.’ In his account of the culture wars, James Hunter describes such de-
ployments as strategic: “their discontent is organized, directed, and...very
well-funded” (95). In directing their efforts at universities and the arts, such
protestors tacitly acknowledge that universities and the arts “don’t serve a
public so much as they help to create one” (Darts 105). Protests against art

7 The revised FAQ added a section titled “Context from the artist Shahzia Sikander,” which offered a
clearer articulation of the aims of the artwork from Sikander’s perspective. The revision also included an
installation timeline and clarified why Sikander’s work was selected for exhibition.

8 The most circulated petition was launched by CitizenGO, however numerous other organizations pub-
lished petitions around the same time, like Texas Right to Life which launched theirs on February 7, 2024
° Texas Right to Life provided amicus curiae for Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization, in which
they described “Roe and Casey as lawless and unconstitutional interventions into state abortion policy”
(Erskine). The brief was filed by Jonathan Mitchell, a lawyer who represents pro-life student organiza-
tions, and who also wrote the Heartbeat bill and other legislative strategies to target people seeking out
abortions in Texas and nationally. The Dobbs decision triggered laws that made abortion illegal in Texas
and anti-abortion organizations have shifted to attacking funds that provide support for abortive health
care. In addition, Students for Life has helped to pass “Sanctuary City” ordinances counties across Texas
in accordance with which “heavy fines” are imposed on people seeking an abortion and which “allow any
family member to sue the abortionist for the death of their relative” (Lewis). These abortion ordinances
have been backed by multiple groups and have expanded since the overturn of Roe v. Wade (Dickson).
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pieces like Witness represents a countervailing attempt to create a public that
denounces both abortion access and the right of women to claim ownership
of their own bodies. To do so, they look to eradicate symbols at odds with
their values.

Facing what was now a full-fledged controversy, the University of
Houston took steps to restore the status quo ante. The official opening of Wit-
ness and Reckoning was scheduled for February 28, with Sikander invited to
speak at the event. However, mere days before the event was to take place and
with the sculpture in the process of being installed on campus, the University
cancelled the official opening and postponed the installation of the accompa-
nying film, citing “the unavailability of the artist” (Killelea). A spokesperson
from the University said that Sikander had informed them on February 20
that she would not be attending the opening (Vasquez). However, Sikander in-
sisted via Instagram on February 29 that she had never asked for “the event to
be canceled or postponed” and claimed that the cancellation announcement
was the university’s response to “calls [...] for campus protests.” To her, the
outright cancellation was at odds with “an internal discussion [regarding the
likelihood] that the event might be replaced by a virtual presentation, or al-
ternatively be postponed.” She claims to have “proactively offered dates to re-
schedule” for such eventualities (@shahzia.sikander). The University, in turn,
continued to emphasize its desire to collaborate with the artist through the
controversy, and has repeatedly affirmed its intent to “foster an environment
where different perspectives can be expressed” (Vasquez).

Whether or not the cancellation was the result of miscommunication, it
is understandable that many in the campus art community interpreted it as an
act of censorship, as the silencing of a conversation before it could properly
begin. Months after the cancellation, in an interview with The Daily Cougar
in November of 2024, the University stated that it did not intend to “censor
the artist or her work” (Vasquez). Unquestionably, however, the University
lost control of the narrative when it did not provide a clear statement of sup-
port and collaboration with the artist in late February when the cancellation
was announced. Additionally, the cancellation closed down an opportunity to
publicly counter false narratives about Witness, one that would have received
wider attention than an FAQ on the Public Art UHS webpage.

The anti-abortion protestors took the cancellation as a victory but re-
mained unsatisfied. TFP Student Action reiterated their “call for the idol’s re-
moval and demanded an apology from the...university” (Kinley). At the same
time, some students and faculty at UH were concerned that the University’s
response to the protests “set a precedent for their own work to be censored
should it be deemed offensive” (Fuentes). To the campus arts community, the
cancellation represented a breach: it broke a rule or norm that governed their
everyday lives, namely that the University and its resources were committed
to their freedom of artistic expression. The cancellation thus marked the for-
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mation of another faction of stakeholders in the ongoing controversy. It attract-
ed the attention of numerous anti-censorship organizations, like PEN America
and the National Coalition Against Censorship [NCAC], who called for the
opening ceremony to be rescheduled and for the film to be displayed (which
it was on March 19)'°. For its part, the University kept silent either believing
that its actions had sufficiently satisfied both sides, or wary that anything said
to appease one side would inflame the other. A few quieter months into the
statue’s tenure, their hands-off policy may even have struck them as effective.

Then, on July 8, Hurricane Beryl made landfall and one man took it upon
himself to behead Witness with a hammer. The identity of the perpetrator and
his personal motives remain unknown. However, as Victor Turner’s theory of
social drama suggests, individual actions often reflect collective intent. Even
if the perpetrator believed himself to be a “lone hand,” his actions were “rep-
resentative” of parties who were aligned with him (1974: 38). Anti-abortion
activists were quick to praise the beheading online. Texas Right to Life de-
scribed it, not as the work of an individual, but “an act of God,” assigning it
moral righteousness in the face of a profane world (Texas Right to Life).

Arguably, the beheading was not a necessary outcome to Witness” con-
troversial presence, but reflects the challenges that UH faced navigating a
deeply polarized situation. According to Hunter, culture wars intensify into
violence “if the aims of particular political actors seem...interminably frus-
trated” (316). The cancellation of the opening ceremony may have been seen
as a victory by anti-abortion protesters but Witness, for them a symbol of a
profane, feminist, pro-choice movement, remained on campus. Momentary
assuagement soon turned to exasperation and an act of violent “iconoclasm,”
which Durney and Proulx define as “the willful destruction or defacement of
a symbol for political, religious, or economic reasons.” As David Freedberg, a
prominent scholar on iconoclasm, has shown, “even mild efforts toward [art]
censorship,” have the tendency to devolve “into more destructive acts of mu-
tilation, damage, and elimination” (2024: 137), an observation which suggests
that the cancellation of Sikander’s visit may inadvertently have licensed the
act in the mind of the perpetrator.

10 The opening ceremony, however, was never rescheduled by Public Art UHS. Eventually a talk with the
artist was staged by the Katherine G. McGovern College of the Arts (without Public Art UHS’s involve-
ment) on October 31st, 2024, the last day of the statue’s exhibition.
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Freedberg’s work on iconoclasm addresses its sociological and psycho-
logical pretexts. To his thinking, the violent destruction of public art reflects
the iconoclast’s sense “that the signifier has become the signified itself, that a
mere image has become a living and personal reality” (1985: 32-33). In other
words, the anti-abortion protestors understood Witness not just as a symbol
of pro-choice movements, but as evidence of pervasive immorality they find
unconscionable. Like the iconoclasts Freedberg analyses, the destruction of
public art was a means by which to “make plain [their] superiority over” their
immoral adversaries (35).

The particular nature of the violence — decapitation - is also instruc-
tive. The head holds a special symbolic significance in literature and history,
as the “seat of breath...a site of power,” and as such “is hunted for the sake of
a power...that can be appropriated, possessed, and transferred to the taker”
(Janes 15). Decapitation is a means of “reaffirming and strengthening group
bonds” as a “sign of victory...invigorating [for the taker] and horrifying” to
their enemies. The removal of Witness’ head, the obscuration of her face, is
evidence of the iconoclast’s desire for erasure — they act upon “symbols and
representational signs that characterize a past that has been vanquished” (Par-
zinger 59).

The attack on Witness reflects the aspirations of the anti-abortion activ-
ists. Invigorated by the Dobbs decision and the subsequent Texas trigger laws,
they targeted symbols of Roe v. Wade — not as proof of final victory — but as a
way to usher in a future they hope to create. These acts aim to erase dissent
and construct the illusion of a settled cultural debate, even as the fight for
abortion rights is far from over."

Unfortunately, the University did not reevaluate their approach to the
controversy in the wake of the decapitation. Having failed in what Salomon
et al. describe as the institutional duty to safeguard works of art under their
care (2), they turned to a redressive strategy aimed at restoring the status quo
ante. They publicly expressed their intention to “repair the artwork as quickly
as possible” (Fuentes), However, in an op-ed for the Washington Post, Shahzia
Sikander preferred a more confrontational approach, wanting to “leave [the
statue] beheaded...[as] a witness to the fissures in our country” (Sikander). She
saw an opportunity to “educate the public...and address the ignorance and

11Tt is because of this aim of erasure that the beheading cannot be compared to the mass movements to
take down confederate monuments across the Southern US, a process referred to by urban sociologists
Sybille Frank and Mirjana Ristic as “urban fallism.” While both iconoclasm and urban fallism act as “a

means of political struggle” (552), the latter is uniquely generative — it acts to unpack, deconstruct and
subvert “troublesome heritage and [open] it up to new meanings,” rather than the “erasing and forgetting
[of] the past” (556) Iconoclasts, by contrast, erase the emblems of the past, striving to recenter a “previous
cultural heritage” as a mark of their metaphorical victory and cultural dominance (Gamboni 61).

29



rage underlying the attack” recasting the beheaded figure as a powerful sym-
bol of violence against women (Sikander). While the University agreed to not
repair the statue, it was more vested in fulfilling its duty to protect the art ob-
ject under its care than it was in the powerful symbolism for which Sikander
advocated. Her headless state was kept from public view: the artwork and its
wound were covered with a garish, blue tarp until the end of its tenure at UH
in October. The decision was made “to protect it temporarily from further
damage,” without intention “to obscure the piece from view” (McCord). How-
ever, that was the unfortunate ultimate effect.

For three months, Witness stood on the lawn, not tall and glowing in the
sunlight, but with her gold bust, latticed hoop skirt, and Arabic script reading
havah obscured by the tarp. She was reduced from an artwork to an object.
Witness was not allowed to stand tall in subversion of the iconoclast’s desire
to silence her. The tarp hid her as though she was an object of shame. She
was treated like an eyesore, an inconvenience, rather than a politically po-
tent artwork. The University’s decision to cover the wounded statue, though
well-intentioned, was more than a bygone opportunity: the institution writ
large did not lay claim to its own agency in the statue’s story, even as a facili-
tator of dialogue.

Instead, the university prioritized short-term stability. In so doing, it
did not address the underlying tensions that remained in the wake of the be-
heading. The statue — now a symbol of public crisis — was hidden and, to use
Turner’s language, treated as “sacred limen [...] thrust away from the centers
of public life” (1974: 39). But, as he argues, public crisis “cannot be wished
away” but “takes up its menacing stance in the forum itself [...and] dares the
representatives of order to grapple with it.” The fact of the matter is that the
divisions that constellated around the statue remain largely unaddressed
within the campus community.

These divisions will inevitably resurface and spark future conflicts at
UH. Turner argues that repeated “regression to crisis” (1974: 40) shows that
the “traditional machinery of conciliation or coercion” are unable to “cope
with new types of problems” (1982: 71). The University’s handling of the Wit-
ness controversy, its steady escalation under their watch, suggests that UH
was not prepared for the kind of backlash that increasingly typifies the stark
political divisions of our age. As Turner writes, a crisis that arise out of com-
peting cultural systems under a single weak central authority, threatens to
descend into an “endemic, pervasive, smoldering factionalism” (Turner 1974:
41). With no one assuaged, and no one satisfied, the opposing parties cannot
simply reintegrate into a community they distrust, especially if representa-
tives of the central authority leave “social recognition and legitimization of
irreparable schism between contesting parties” unacknowledged. Clearly,
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consensus between their unlike values and beliefs is implausible. In such cir-
cumstances, James Hunter suggests, redressive efforts should be redirected to
address “how to contend over the moral differences that divide...[and] how to
publicly disagree” (318).

But UH is not wholly at fault for the outcome of the Witness controversy.
Public universities, like UH, find themselves in a precarious position. As ded-
icated as the institution may be to the expressive rights and freedoms within
its community, they are subject to the oversight of and dependent on funding
from highly partisan state and federal legislatures that recast expressive rights
and freedoms in their own image. In such circumstances, the public display of
art works that challenge the viewpoints of the political establishment has the
potential to undermine the relationship between UH and those who have the
power to affect its public and financial standing — with negative implications
for the majority of students and faculty.

Given such pressures, UH administration should be lauded for not
quashing dissent to its response. Faculty and students gathered for public dis-
cussions of the Witness controversy and beheading in the Fall semester: the
Women’s, Gender & Sexualities Studies Department at UH, hosted “Houston’s
Women in Peril: Public & Domestic Violence against Women” on October 21,
2024, and “WITNESS to Misogyny: Public Art & Gender” on September 30,
2024. Both events reflected on the symbolism of a man beheading a statue of
an empowered woman and the University’s response.

The Witness controversy was just a single episode in the larger, national
social drama, one the polarizing politics of the previous election cycle and
subsequent year continue to enflame. No reconciliation, consensus, or clo-
sure is in sight. The fight for cultural hegemony is not confined to the ivory
towers of the university; rather, it is active in art galleries, courtrooms, and
legislative chambers. While it must be acknowledged and lauded that the Uni-
versity never acquiesced to the censorship campaigns against Witness (which
remained in Cullen Family Plaza until the end of its tenure on October 31st),
it did not effectively manage the divisions within the community. The Uni-
versity’s strategies — from its silence to the tarp — may have been functions of
public higher education’s precarious situation, but they also mean that unre-
solved cultural fractures on campus persist.

Then again, perhaps it is too much to ask the University to step in and
resolve divisions America’s larger society cannot. In Victor Turner’s language,
we seem stuck in an endless cycle of national crisis: with mounting breach-
es, redressive measures that falter, and no clear path toward reconciliation.
He warns that without consensus, these recurring cycles risk establishing an
entrenched conflict, that “can only be resolved by the total defeat [...] of one
party” (1974: 40). In Hunter’s terms, the culture war will not end until one
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group establishes absolute cultural hegemony,'? leaving institutions like UH
stuck between a rock and hard place in the meantime.

Sikander was right: her sculpture did bear witness to the fis-
sures in the country. The tarp, well-intentioned though it may have
been, ultimately shrouded not just the damage done to a work of art,
but the uncomfortable truths its violent defacement forced into view.
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The Legacy of the
Ramayana: Rama and
Houston’s Indian
Hindu Immigrants

By Adithi Nythruva

On the evening of November 8, 2024, those gathered at the
Museum of Fine Arts Houston for “Transcending Borders: The
Ramayana Project” witnessed a transformational performance by the
Anjali Dance Company. One of four Houston Asian dance academies
participating in the event, the Anjali Dance company drew on
foundational traditions of Indian Hinduism to bring the Ramayana to life.

The Ramayana is one of the world’s best-known and most revered
epics.” Not only have its teachings become integrated into the lives of Hindu
Indians, but translations of its layered and dynamic texts have struck a chord
in the hearts of readers worldwide. Composed by Valmiki between the 7th
and 5th centuries BCE, the Ramayana offers an account of the trials and
tribulations endured by the great hero Rama. As the seventh reincarnation
of Vishnu, the supreme being, this divinely blue-skinned, courageous warrior
was placed upon the earth to fulfill a destiny. The portion of the text that
the Anjali Dance Company brought to life constitutes about a third of the
Ramayana as a whole, and deals with Rama’s exile from his own kingdom
of Ayodhya for 14 years and his restoration to the throne having rescued his

1 “Transcending Borders: The Ramayana Project” is a performance aimed at conveying the themes of
the Ramayana through a cross-cultural lens. Created by the Asia Society of Texas and choreographed by
Samskriti Artistic Director, Rathna Kumar, participating organizations include the Anjali Dance Compa-
ny, Sri Lestari’s Indonesian Dance Ensemble, SaLaRu Sri Lankan Dance Academy, and the Thai Cultural
Center of Wat Buddhavas.

* The Ramayana is an epic poem consisting of over 24,000 verses, known as slokas (two lines per verse).
These verses are divided into seven books, known as kandas and 500 chapters, known as sargas.
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beloved Sita by righteously slaying the demon king Ravana. Throughout,
Rama is portrayed as a prince molded from perfection. He is admired
by his followers and others who cross paths with him on his journey.

The Anjali Dance Company powerfully reflected Rama’s period of
exile through their harmonious synchronization of carnatic3 music and
Bharatanatyam.* The dancers’ carefully choreographed facial expressions
and the orchestrated interactions between characters evoked not only
Rama’s evolving relationship with the Dandaka Forest — one of the
unfamiliar environments to which he was exiled - but also his eventual
slaying of Ravana and restoration of the world. The dancers, clad in
traditional saris, wordlessly evoked the theme of “refuge”: Rama found
refuge in the kindness of those who lived in the forest, and became a source
of refuge himself. As the daughter of an immigrant father who struggled
to find refuge when he first came to the United States, | was very moved.

Rama’s relationship with exile, journeying, and refuge undoubtedly
has relevance for Houston’s immigrants. As a population, immigrants are
inseparable from the city, having worked tirelessly to build it into a home for
themselves, embedding their cultural roots in a place that was once foreign
to their own understanding. Immigration to the United States is a complex
process. It is, like the narrative of the Ramayana, not a simple, linear pathway.
But that is not the only point of comparison. As I will show in what follows,
Rama’s grappling with his life’s purpose, his navigation of the unfamiliar, his
receiving and giving of refuge — key elements in the story of his long exile and
return — speak to the processes by which Houston’s Indian Hindu immigrants
have made ahome of the city. They have undertaken ajourney muchlike Rama’s,
shaping themselves and their purpose out of the uncertainty they experienced.

Surprisingly, given the size of the South and South East Asian diaspora,
the fame of the Ramayana, and the long and diverse history of Ramayana
scholarship, its relevance to the experiences of immigrants remains under-
explored. Any such scholarship must negotiate the challenge presented by
multiple versions of the epic. The plot of the Ramayana was originally refined,
sustained, and disseminated through the practice of oral storytelling, which
inevitably resulted in regional variations. While Valmiki’s Sanskrit prose
manuscript is the foundational written account, it is not considered the
definitive version: no such consensus exists. There are many written versions
of the Ramayana, each with varying degrees of fidelity to its predecessors,
and reflecting distinct sensibilities and oral traditions. Sukumari Bhattacharji

3 Classical religious music associated with Southern India.
4 A classical Indian dance originating in the temples of Tamil Nadu, India.
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writes, “[tlhere are many differences between the original and the later
editions,” including, but not limited to differences of “language, grammar,
tropes, themes as well as in religions and philosophical values” (1).

Rather than detract from the Ramayana, each version represents a
particular interpretation of the narrative. The Ramayana is not, therefore,
a singular text. Whether emerging from any one of India’s multiple states,
or from another South or South East Asian territory,” the Ramayana takes
multiple forms that draw on a variety of robust cultural traditions. At the
center of the narrative stands Rama, the seventh reincarnation of Vishnu, a
deeper, more multifaceted character for all the perspectives through which
he has passed. To know Rama, one might say, is to see and comprehend him
through the viewpoints of others.

In addition to variations of old, the Ramayana has also been translated
into numerous languages, including several editions in English. For the
purposes of this paper, I refer to RK. Narayan’s The Ramayana: A Shortened
Modern Prose Version of the Indian Epic (1977) in addition to Valmiki’s earliest
Sanskrit version.® Narayan’s interpretation draws on Kamban’s eleventh
century CE version in Tamil, a language with origins in the South of India.
The events and traditions emphasized in his rendering are not the same as
those practiced in the North of India where, according to some legends,
Valmiki first wrote the Ramayana down. However, an enduring commonality
between the earliest Sanskrit prose version and subsequent adaptations, in-
cluding Narayan’s, is Rama’s lack of awareness that he is a supreme being. As
Bhattacharji argues, Rama’s experiences are better understood as those of “a
human being” with ideal facets, as op-posed to being seen as divine (1). The
Ramayana characterizes Rama as an individual who chooses to benefit others,
not a god who could not, in his perfection, do otherwise.

As Houston’s Indian Hindu immigrant community can attest, Rama’s
humanity makes him relatable while his ideality makes him an exemplar.
The purpose of this article, which I write as the Indian-American daughter
of a Hindu Indian immigrant, is to consider the significance of Rama from
the perspective of my community and to ask how accounts of his exile speak
to our immigra-tion experiences and how his example informs the legacy
Hindu Indian immigrants have built in Houston. Rama helps makes sense of
the inner turmoil that comes with displacement and isolation, inspiring us to
build spiritual homes for ourselves where there are none, and — as my own

5 There are many versions of the Ramayana. These versions span from India, to several South East Asian
countries, including Thailand, Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia, Lao, and Myanmar.

6 ] use Narayan’s text, an abridged version, for broader narrative overviews, while drawing on Valmiki’s
version for more granular analyses of particular quotations.
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father’s immigration experience demonstrates — to provide refuge for others.
In addition, as I will show, Rama serves as a role model for the children of
Houston’s Indian Hindu immigrants, ensuring the survival of our community.

The Dark Forests

Early in the Ramayana, the “ten-headed” Ravana and his brothers
threatened the destruction of the gods’ worlds and their enslavement. In
response, the gods pleaded to Vishnu for help (Narayan 4). Vishnu, the supreme
being, promised to reincarnate himself as the son of King Dasharatha, given
that “Ravana can only be destroyed by a human being since he never asked for
protection from a human being” (4). From the time that Vishnu re-incarnated
as Rama, his journey on Earth was predetermined. His purpose was to destroy
Ravana.

Dasharatha was king of Kosala, presiding over it from the capital
city of Ayodhya. Rama was born to one of his three wives, Kausalya, after
Dasharatha petitioned the gods for a male heir through a fire sacrifice (5). Thus
commenced the life of Rama. Dasharatha’s other wives also had sons, Rama’s
half-brothers: Bharatha was born to Kaikeyi, and Lakshmana and Sathrughna
were born to Sumitra (6). Kaikeyi, ambitious on her son’s behalf, wants him
installed as the heir to the throne rather than Rama. She manipulates King
Dasharatha into granting her two boons promised to her “long ago” (41). For
one of her boons, Kaikeyi demands that Rama be “to the forest for fourteen
years” so that Bharatha can be enthroned in the event of Dashratha’s death
(43). Bound by his earlier promise, Dasharatha has no choice but to do as she
demands. When Kaikeyi explains Dasharatha’s promise to Rama, he carrf[ies]
out her wishes “without question” to honor his duty to his father (45). Rama’s
exile was a source of grief to King Dasharatha, who begged him not to leave.
Even though Rama felt pain in leaving his family, honoring Dasharatha’s
promise to Kaikeyi took precedence: filial piety is an expression of dharma,
the natural order of the universe towards which all Hindus are duty-bound.
Thus, accompanied by his brother Lakshmana and his wife Sita, Rama sets off
to the forests.

Rama accepts his exile and shows tremendous willpower. Nevertheless,
there were mo-ments he undoubtedly missed Ayodhya. The second book of
the Ramayana, the so-called Ayodhya Kanda, details Rama’s time at Chitrakuta
Mountain - one of the first places to which he is exiled. It is there that Bharatha
informs him of King Dasharatha’s death. Rama falls to the ground in agony,
lamenting his absence from the city at the time of his father’s passing:
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kim karisyamyayodhyayam tate distam gatim gate |

kastam rajavaraddhinamayodhyam palayisyat || (2-103-8)

What should I do with Ayodhya, now that my father reached the
end of his life? Who will rule that Ayodhya, which is bereft of that
excellent king?”

Up to this point, Rama knows he is doing his duty by undertaking
his exile in obedience to his stepmother and to honor his father’s promise.
However, his father’s death adds to his worries for Ayodhya. Dasharatha’s
rule, his implementation of righteousness in his benevolent reign, was im-
portant in sustaining Ayodhya (Narayan 7). Even though Dasharatha longed
for Rama to stay, Rama felt Ayodhya was in good hands and he did not feel
obligated to stay for the sake of the kingdom’s stability (45). However, Rama
feels guilt over his father’s death and is worried about Ayodhya’s and the
kingdom’s future. He is in a painful state of ambivalence: torn between the
necessity of his exile and his deep emotional connection to his father:

Kim nu tasya maya karyam durjatena mahatmanah |

Yo myto mama Sokena maya capi na samskytah [ (2-103-9)

In my misfortune, what can [ do for that high-souled one? He died of
grief on my account and I did not perform the last rites for him!

Added to the pull of home, the Dandaka Forest is a forbidding,
unwelcoming place. Rama sees the forest as “closed off and impenetrable”
(Rangarajan 25). As he journeys, he encounters ascetics®* who warn him of the
lurking dangers in the following sloka:

adantyasmin maharanye tannivaraya raghavah || (2-119-19 to 20)
O, Rama! Various forms of man-eating demons

and beasts drinking the blood are living in this great forest.

O, Rama! They devour an ascetic or a celibate

who has not rinsed his mouth after finishing his meal

or who is inattentive in this great forest. (Pray ward them off!)

7 The citation for Valmiki’s Sanskrit edition details the book, or kanda (2-), chapter or sarga (103-) and verse,
or sloka (8). Valmiki’s Sanskrit verses were also converted to Roman script. Unless otherwise stated, conver-
sion of verses and translations were done by Adithi Nythruva, with guidance from Dr. Michael Barnes.

8 Deeply spiritual sages who isolate themselves from others to meditate and work on their spirituality.
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Given the forest’s darkness as well as the ascetics’ warnings, Rama’s
discouragement is understandable. These feelings are amplified later, when
his wife, Sita is abducted by Ravana. She is left in their hut unguarded after
Lakshmana goes in searching of Rama who has gone off in pursuit of the
golden deer Sita longs for (Narayan 85). Her kidnapping fills Rama with
great remorse. This is the event that prompts the urgency of Rama’s and
Lakshmana’s quest to rescue Sita from the demon king.

Constructing Home

Rama’s longing for his family and vulnerability in unfamiliar en
vironments resonate with Indian Hindus who have moved to America and
who made their homes in the city of Houston. The most substantial wave of
Indian Hindu immigration occurred as a result of policy shifts ushered in by
the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act (Greene & Batlova 1). Immigrants
with professional and educational skills deemed necessary were prioritized
by the U.S. government, affording Indian Hindus opportunities within the
American workforce.

However, the process of adapting to a strange environment was
daunting to many Indian Hindus who missed the familiarity and comfort of
the motherland. Many Indian Hindus encountered prejudice for their faith.
As more Indian Hindu immigrants arrived in the United States during the
1960s-1970s, they faced discrimination from organizations such as the AEL
(Asiatic Exclusion League) — claiming that they were a threat to national
security due to their support for Indian nationalism as “unassimilable
foreigners” (Lee, 1). Just as Rama felt isolated from his family in Ayodhya and
from Sita when she was abducted, Indian Hindus felt isolated while trying
to assimilate into American culture. They had to figure out how to “fit in”
while also maintaining their “cultural and personal integrity,” not losing sight
of their core values during their adjustment process (Kurien, 2007, 37).

Like Rama, they could not allow themselves to be paralyzed by their
homesickness and alienation. Rama uses his longing for Ayodhya to motivate
himself. Even though he does not return to Ayodhya till he has completed his
ultimate purpose, the slaying of Ravana, he uses memories of home and his
prior life in Ayodhya to build a new life in an environment that is unfamiliar
and scary.

Indian literature provides rich accounts of home, both the site of
geographical origins and an internal space built from memory. Home may
entail the physical structure, but it can also be “something that goes beyond
the building blocks into the area of the soul” (Karmakar 12). Diasporic Indians,
“if exiled,” may be “able to carry this sense of home” with them even as they
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feel “a poignant yearning” for their familial, cultural and geographic origins.
(12). Rama maintains his sense of home through the company of Lakshmana
and Sita, who alleviate some of the homesickness Rama would have felt, had
he trekked through unfamiliar territory alone. However, there is no question
that he laments his earlier life in the kingdom.

During his exile, Rama’s conception of home is ambiguous. Early on
in his experience, he occupies a kind of “interstitial space” not unlike that
of Hindu Indian immigrants caught between “nation left behind” and the
“nation where [they] reside...” (81). In his 14 years away from Ayodhya,
Rama lives predominantly in two vast, forested areas: Chitrakuta Mountain
and the Dandaka Forest. These areas are isolated and tree-covered, clearly
setting them apart from the dynamism of Ayodhya and Kosala. Chitrakuta
Mountain and the Dandaka Forest are the space of his physical existence — his
“existential” home as Karmarkar puts it. Ayodhya, on the other hand, serves as
hisidealized home, represented in memories of his princely life and loved ones,
where those who have passed are still alive. Without physical access, however,
Ayodhya can only serve as his “metaphoric” home. In exile, the existential and
metaphoric home have a “simultaneous presence” in Rama’s experience (81).

There are similar dynamics at work in the experience of Hindu Indian
immigrants moving to Houston, their new existential home, with memories
of life before the move recasting India as a metaphoric home. Consider,
for example, the story of Ghanshyam Patel, who moved to Houston in the
early 1980s, a story documented in the Houston History Magazine by Roshni
Patel. Hailing from Gujarat, the 25-year-old Ghanshyam had earned a
degree in mechanical engineering when he came to Houston in 1980 for
job opportunities and a “better standard of living” (Patel 30). Ghanshyam
recalls his immediate impression of the lack of diversity: the city had only
two Indian grocery stores and two Hindu temples. Ghanshyam lacked the
strong Hindu community he had in India where his family and friends
still lived. He felt lonely, and sometimes “sat in his car during his lunch
breaks and cried,” only feeling connected to his family through rare phone
calls. As a member of a religious minority and an Indian diaspora yet to
establish itself, it is understandable that Ghanshyam felt out of place. For
most Hindu Indians coming to the U.S. immigration constitutes a rather
“disruptive” experience, as they are “uprooted from the social and cultural
context that they are familiar with and thrust into a radically new and
alien environment” (Kurien 10). They initially occupy an “interstitial space”
between their new “existential home” and the “metaphoric home” that is India.
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Interestingly, for Rama, the process of constructing a home for himself
involves safeguarding a community for others. When he arrives in the
treacherous Dandaka Forest, the local ascetics, whom he held the utmost
respect, are consistently tormented by the rakshasas® (Narayan 63). The
demons disrupt their daily rituals, meaning, that the ascetics, who have exiled
themselves to the forest to “pursue their spiritual aims in peace,” are unable to
do so. The ascetics begged Rama to save them. In return, Rama “promised to
protect them from the rakshasas” that roamed the forest and, and by doing so,
he ensured that their religious practices could be continued (Minkowski 172).
Through his service to others, Rama upheld his dharmic values - he is duty
bound to protect those more vulnerable than himself.

Like the ascetics in the Dandaka Forest, members of the Hindu Indian
diaspora often struggled to feel welcome in their new homes. Beyond
homesickness, Hindu Indian immigrants in Houston (and all over the
United States), faced “negative racial, cultural, and religious stereotypes”
(Kurien 10). The solution to which they resorted was the establishment of
organizations that would allow them to “re-create an Indian community and
maintain ethnic traditions” (10). This is certainly the approach Ghanshyam
Patel adopted. Rather than allowing his feelings of isolation and displacement
to overwhelm him, Ghanshyam and others like him built a community to
sustain and safeguard a cultural and spiritual home for Hindu Indians in
Houston. He helped build and support organizations, such as the Gujarati
Samaj [the Gujarati Society] of Houston and the Indian Culture Center [ICC]
(Patel 30). He was thus able to partake communally in Hindu traditions in his
existential home which once were consigned to his metaphoric home. Some
of Ghanshyam’s fondest memories involve participation in Diwali and Holi
celebrations in the broader Houston community.

In building and supporting spaces for Hindu Indian cultural practices,
first-generation immigrants like Ghanshyam Patel build a home not just for
themselves, but also for those who follow them — subsequent first-generation
immigrants will have an easier time settling down because of the foundations
already in place when they arrive. Indeed, the existential home can become
no less a site of spiritual growth and advancement than the metaphoric home

° A type of demon specific to Hinduism associated with violence, destruction and chaos.
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was, before they left. Hence, the process of “temple building” has served as an
integral way by which “Indian Hinduness [is re-created] in Houston” (Suther-
land 124). Hindu temples have “mushroomed all over the United States”
(Kurien, 2007, 11). The paltry two Hindu Temples Ghanshyam Patel found
when he first arrived in the 1980s has grown to more than 40 since. These
temples are refuges — safe spaces to find a community and to seek guidance
from priests and others who are faithful.

In the Ramayana, a similar dynamic develops between Rama and some of
the ascetics who live in the Dandaka Forest. Rama respects them as embodi-
ments of knowledge and admires them for their dharmic way of living. Since
his childhood in Ayodhya, ascetics have had a significant impact on his life,
especially Sage Vishwamitra, who first taught him to properly handle celestial
weapons when killing demons (Narayan 7). Not only have ascetics imparted
their wisdom on Rama, but they have helped nurture his spiritual develop-
ment into his adulthood.

Now in exile, Rama’s protection of ascetics from the torment of raksha-
sas, results in offers that he take refuge in their ashrams.'® While he stays in
the ashrams of multiple ascetics during the course of his exile, his interaction
with Sage Suteekshna was the most notable in helping him solidify his Hindu
morals and principles. As the disciple of the highly respected Sage Agastya,'’
Sage Suteekshna is an emblem of piety and virtue. When he invites Rama to
join him in his ashram, he cautions him about wild animals:

imam asramam agamya mrga samgha mahtyasah |

ahatva pratigacchanti lobhayitva akutobhayah || (3-7-18)

But herds of very large animals will be coming to this hermitage,
they return after scaring us, of course without killing anyone, and
they fear none...

Rama’s immediate response, no doubt inspired by the success of his rakshasas
killing spree, is to slay the animals to ensure the peace and safety of all those
living in the ashram:

ta aham sumahabhaga mrgasamghan samagatan ||
hanyam nisita dharena sarena nata parvana | (3-7-20)

10 A hermitage or religious retreat, specific to South Asian cultures.
11 An ascetic in the Ramayana who plays a key role in Rama’s exile by gifting Rama and Lakshmana
divine weapons.
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[ will eradicate them, oh, greatly blessed one, those animals that
will come collectively in herds, with sharp edged, curve-end
arrows...

However, having said these words, Rama immediately reconsiders, taking
Sage Suteekshna’s virtuous perspective into account. Having witnessed Sage
Suteekshna’s kind treatment of the animals, and viewing them as living
beings, Rama recognizes the importance of avoiding unnecessary cruelty,

a virtue he carries with him when he later continues his forest trek. Some
interpretations of the Ramayana show that, because of his encounter with
Sage Suteekshna, Rama conformed to a meatless diet in the forest, including
Valmiki’s original text which indicates that he ate only fruits. Other inter-
pretations allude to Rama and his brother Lakshmana eating meat to sustain
themselves (Sankalia, 207). Regardless, in the wake of his time with Sage
Suteekshna, Rama refrained from killing animals unless for a specific reason.
In other words, Rama’s refuge with Sage Suteekshna solidified his ahimsa -
the Hindu principle of non-violence and compassion towards all peaceable
living beings.

Like the exiled Rama did in the Dandaka Forest, Houston’s first genera-
tion Hindu Indian immigrants spent much of their time at temples, not only
to find community, but also to learn more about core Hindu values, such as
ahimsa, from priests and others who are faithful. Rama’s ashram refuge is a
story with particular resonances to my own family and, more specifically my
father, Janarthanan Nythruva. Having moved directly from Tamil Nadu in
South India to College Station using the last of my grandfather’s savings, my
father was one of the few Indian international students, let alone students of
color, amongst Texas A&M’s primarily white students of the early 2000s. A
22-year-old mechanical engineering graduate student for whom, like Ghan-
shyam Patel, calls home to India were rare, my father found himself homesick
and isolated. Telling his story, my father dwells on the lack of a Hindu temple
in the surrounding area. As a man of faith, not having a Hindu temple was a
big part of his feelings of displacement. In Tamil Nadu, there was a temple on
nearly every corner of his street. Growing up, my father’s fondest memories
were going to the temple on Sundays with his parents and extended family.
Notwithstanding the lack of Hindu temples, in College Station there was not
even an Indian store or restaurant suitable to his needs.

12 Sanskrit for “pure.” It refers to religiously prepared food which excludes certain ingredients, like garlic
and onion.
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However, his life changed when he and a few Hindu friends started to
attend the nearest South Indian Hindu temple, the Sri Meenakshi Temple in
Pearland. Every Sunday, he would travel for about an hour, not only to par-
take in familiar, traditional mode of worship, but also to eat Indian satvik'?
food at an affordable price. Just as his encounter with Sage Suteekshna helped
Rama strengthen his ahimsa, my father was able to practice compassion to
all peaceable creatures within the refuge of the Sri Meenakshi Temple. To
my father, the quest to find food that met the standards of practicing ahimsa
was an important breakthrough in his quest to feel at home in the United
States. However, he did not stop there. Taking advantage of the resources the
temple provided, my father was able to build a stronger sense of community
in College Station, too. Not only do the Indian Hindus in Houston bind their
communities together and strengthen their sense of identity through temple
building initiatives, but they also serve as foundations for initiatives beyond
the city. In doing so, they pave the way for future generations of Houstonian,
Texan, and American Hindus.

Follow Your Dharma

The experiences of first- and second-generation Hindu Indian Amer-
icans is markedly different to that of their parents and grandparents. Sociol-
ogist Prema Kurien detailed some of the challenges facing first- and second-
generation Hindu Indian American students in the early 2000s by researching
the experiences of the Hindu Student Council at an unspecified “Western
University” in California. Some of the students there were “afraid to come
out as Hindus” (2004: 217). They describe receiving racist comments from
their white friends and being worried about holding a puja"® for fear of being
associated with “idol worship.” Some distanced themselves from their faith,
worried about being associated with the far-right political ideology of the
Hindutva movement — Hindu nationalists vested in Hindu cultural hegemony
in India. Faced with the ignorance of their white, American peers, and without
prior generations’ grounding in their metaphoric home, Hindu students who
“hail from a variety of subcultural backgrounds” were faced with the challenge of
“constructing unitary versions of Indianness and Hinduness” that were different
than those of first-generation immigrants (215). Their ideas of India are likely
to be “constructed in accordance with their own perceptions and compulsions”
(Karmakar 82).

13 Sanskrit for “pure.” It refers to religiously prepared food which excludes certain ingredients, like garlic
and onion.
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Earlier generations of Indian Hindu immigrants seek to address the dis-
tance between subsequent generations and their metaphoric home by instilling
“Indian culture and values” in their children, thereby steering them away from
negative influences of an American society they perceive to be “characterized by
unstable and uncaring families, lack of close community ties, sexual promiscuity,
violence, drug and alcohol abuse, and teenage delinquency” (2007: 10).

By doing so, parents encourage their children to actively follow their
dharma, to uphold righteousness while relinquishing modern evils. When
Rama grappled with his uncertainty during his forest trek, he was reminded
of his dharma and his ability to achieve his purpose by those closest to him
— Lakshmana and Sita. He knew that no matter what, he had to fulfill his hon-
orable duties and “ethical responsibilities” (26). This included taking several
actions rooted in his dharma, from being obedient and selfless, to protecting
the vulnerable. From the time he honored his father’s promise by choosing to
be exiled, to his slaying of Ravana and homecoming, Rama chose to not only
“abolish fear from the hearts of men and gods” but ultimately “establish peace,
gentleness, and justice in the world” (Narayan 63).

The values that Rama employs through following his dharma, are passed
down to first and second-generation Indian Hindu Americans through such
establishments as balavihars — Sunday schools that conduct Hindu “religious
education classes for children” (2007: 9). This allows for traditional morals,
such as obedience and devotion to be taught to Indian Hindus from the time
they are young. A “diasporic invention,” balavihars have allowed Indian Hin-
dus to come together in an atypical'* congregational format, to collectively
return to ancient and sacred stories such as the Ramayana (9). Rama’s journey
through the forest serves as spiritual guidance and helps them achieve a sense
of grounding and humility within their lives.

This is the central mission of the Chinmaya Mission Houston, the
only balavihar in the metropolitan area. Located in the heart of Sugar Land,
Houston Hindu children are taught about sacred texts from the Vedas to the
Upanishads. However, the Ramayana is arguably one of the most emphasized
stories in the curriculum. A “favorite in India,” Rama is seen as the “ideal man,”
making him a role model for Hindu children (growing up, I attended my lo-
cal balavihar, and my Sunday School teacher always emphasized that children
should aspire to Rama and his embodiment). Since Rama practiced dharma,
even in his unexpected circumstances as an exile, and thereby, “fulfills his eth-
ical responsibilities” bravely and obediently, Hindus regard him as a model for

14 Kurien notes that in India, group religious activity is not generally a part of Hinduism, unless it takes
place in temple and village festivals (Kurien, 2007, 9).
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“contemporary governance” of righteousness and moral values (26). Hindu
parents in Houston draw on Rama’s story to ensure their children follow his
morals, regardless of their “foreign” circumstance.

As the Bharatnatyam dancers of the Anjali Dance Company gracefully
left the stage at the Museum of Fine Art in Houston, I find myself wondering
how many of them attended balavihar. Perhaps I was so moved by their dance
because their embodiment of Rama’s story echoed the spiritual aspirations of
Houston’s Hindu Indian Americans: to be like Rama, to remain true to their
dharma even though they are away from home and, in doing so, make a new
home for themselves.

At its best, Houston’s Hindu Indian Community is Rama’s embodiment
in the city of Houston. As they danced his story in the MFAH, at the heart of
Houston’s cultural district, the Ramayana felt no less at home than any of the
predominantly Western art-pieces on display. Not only do these dancers show-
case Rama’s journey, and eventual triumph over evil, but they showcase that
Hindu Indian Americans are no less part of Houston’s story or identity.
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“Someday I'll Read
Ocean Vuong”: The
Unreconciled Poetics of
Diaspora in Night Sky
with Exit Wounds

By Sophie Nguyen

tang me [va ba toi]
for my mother [& father]
- Vuong’s dedication
of Night Sky with
Exit Wounds

50 years ago, the Vietnam War became the first global conflict to be
broadcast on American televisions. Hence, it became otherwise known as
the “living-room war” (Arlen 3). This is the way many Americans remember
it: grainy, black-and-white footage of jungle firefights, children fleeing
napalm-scorched villages, and reports of innumerable American soldiers
dead or injured. These images, while powerful, often reduce Vietnam to
a backdrop for American experiences. As Professor Timothy Yu argues,
Americans too often fail to understand Vietnam as an independent nation in
Southeast Asia, mistaking it for a tragic “site in American history and culture”
(109). This is evident even in the war’s naming: it is “The Vietnam War” in
America, while the Vietnamese informally refer to it as “The American War.”!

In reality, the Vietnam War was a part of the larger Second Indochina
War, following the First Indochina War (1946-1954) against France
and preceding conflict involving Cambodia, China, and Laos. The term
“Indochina” refers to the Southeast Asian peninsula colonized by France

1n official accounts, such as textbooks, it is referred to as Chién tranh chong My citu nudc, or “The War
Against the Americans to Save the Nation.”
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and reflects the region’s historical ties to both India and China. The United
States’ involvement began in the 1950s with the deployment of “advisors,”
escalated in the wake of the “Gulf of Tonkin” incident in 1964. U.S.
withdrawal began in 1973 and was completed by the Fall of Saigon in 1975.

Unsurprisingly, American literary scholarship has centered the war-
experiences of US military personnel. Consider, asacasein point, the curricular
centrality of Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried. The academy is still finding
its way into literary works by members of the 2.2 million-strong Vietnamese
diaspora living in the United States — geographically speaking, Vietnamese
Americansare predominantly concentrated in California(38%)and Texas (14%)
(Batalova).Infact,our Houstonisthe nation’ssecond-largesthubfor Vietnamese
Americans, with more than 157,000, many of them refugees or descendants
of refugees, making their home in the Greater Houston area (Gonzélez Kelly).

In recent years, as the 1.5 and second generations — now in their thirties
and forties — have begun writing about their familial histories, they reflect
generational struggles and raise key questions: How do young Vietnamese
Americans relate to the Vietnam War? How, and to what extent, do their
“memories” reflect their parents' direct experiences and recollections of the
war? What are the artistic tools, devices, and conventions they draw on? But
as Vietnamese American writers make sense of this relatively recent history
of mass displacement and acculturation, they often face pressure to produce
only “authentic” stories about their racial identity. Rebecca F. Kuang argues
that these expectations are reductive, rooted in flawed identity politics, and
that they coerce writers of color into writing “ethnic” stories (characterized
by trauma, immigration, and hardship). She believes that the hunger for
such “representative” literature obscures the persistent lack of diversity in
American publishing, where the number of BIPOC authors has stagnated
despite superficial claims of progress (Knight).

A Vietnamese American poet whose work speaks to these dynamics is
Ocean Vuong. Vuong’s family faced persecution when he was an infant due
to their mixed Vietnamese American heritage (Vuong’s grandfather, on his
mother’s side, was a white, American soldier). After the Fall of Saigon, they
were forced to escape Vietnam. With help from Salvation Army aid workers,
Vuong’s mother, grandmother, aunt, and father fled to a Philippine refugee
camp, where they stayed for monthsbefore relocating to Hartford, Connecticut.
The upheaval proved destabilizing. Vuong’s father later abandoned the
family, leaving him to be raised by his mother and grandmother. Despite
many hardships, Vuong’s literary talent flourished. His breakout debut poetry
collection, Night Sky with Exit Wounds, won the TS Eliot Prize and Whiting
Award. One of the most famous poets in the United States (Chu), Vuong is
credited with bringing Vietnamese American poetry into the mainstream and
academic spotlight. He is now a Professor of Modern Poetry and Poetics at
New York University.
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His work resonates with Marianne Hirsch’s theory of postmemory.
Initially developed for the purpose of Holocaust studies, it describes the process
by which descendants of trauma survivors “remember” events they did not
directly experience—through “stories, images, and behaviors among which
they grew up.” These inherited memories become so deeply and emotionally
ingrained that they take on the weight of lived experience, even though
they are ultimately shaped by acts of imagination. Unlike directly recalling
memories, postmemory involves grappling with “overwhelming inherited
memories” that can displace personal narratives as the unresolved trauma of
the past “still defy[s] narrative reconstruction and exceed[s] comprehension.”
Hirsch details that postmemory is a “multidirectional” framework that
accommodates diverse histories, including diasporic and colonial violence
(20-21). This emphasizes its potential to “work through and, yes, also, without
forgetting, for moving beyond a traumatic past” (21).

Scholars like Kelly Nguyen and Yen Le Espiritu have undertaken
the foundational work of applying postmemory to the Vietnamese
American diaspora. Nguyen’s article “Queering Telemachus: Ocean Vuong,
Postmemories and the Vietnam War” examines how Night Sky With Exit
Wounds reimagines Homer’s Odyssey to explore themes of intergenerational
trauma, refugee identity, and queerness. Through close readings of three poems
- “Telemachus”, “Trojan”, and “Odysseus Redux” - Nguyen demonstrates
that Vuong resists heteronormative frameworks by reimagining the stories
as queer. Similarly, Yen Le Espiritu’s “Body Counts: The Vietnam War and
Militarized Refuge(es)” employs the theory of postmemory to analyze how
Vietnamese Americans navigate the legacies of war and displacement.
Espiritu examines oral histories, memoirs, and cultural production to reveal
how refugee communities reconstruct memory amid militarized narratives
of the Vietnam War.

Seeking to build on this scholarship, I closely read his poems through
the lens of postmemory to show how Vuong navigates between his American
present and the Vietnamese history he carries with him. In Night Sky with
Exit Wounds, this tension broadly aligns with presence and absence, between
the mother who raised him in America, and the father who abandoned
them. Poems that speak to his mother’s familial story, “Aubade with Burning
City” and “Immigrant Haibun,” are marked by the presence of substantive
biographical detail — the particulars of real rather than imagined lives. The
poem “Telemachus”, however, shows how Vuong mythologizes his absent
father, casting him as Odysseus, the hero of Homer’s Odyssey, as a way to
grapple with his family’s immigration in the shadow of war.

Such classical allusions — broadly associated with the Western literary
canon — widen the appeal of Vuong’s poem by recasting a Vietnamese
American immigration narrative in terms of foundational Western tropes.
Vuong uses these tropes to frame experiences — those of Vietnamese refugees
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- that American readers might otherwise struggle to access. Vuong seems to
suggest that all wars produce their own Odysseuses, even though only some
are remembered as heroes. Moreover, in poems like “Aubade with Burning
City” and “Immigrant Haibun” he frames his family’s history in foreign
(Japanese, French) poetry forms, therefore casting an intentional distance
to an American audience. Vuong’s work has nevertheless received push-
back from Asian American writers and scholars who argue that he caters to
American sensibilities at the expense of his Vietnamese readers. As evidence,
[ turn to Som Mai Nguyen’s and Andrea Long Chu’s responses to “Notebook
Fragments” and “My Father Writes from Prison” to argue that Night Sky
with Exit Wounds speaks to Vuong’s early-career struggle with the dissonant
sensibilities of his American and Vietnamese American audiences.

The Father, the Son, and Postmemory

Early in the Odyssey, Telemachus, is an inexperienced and frustrated
youth. The young prince of Ithaca’s father, king and hero of the Trojan War,
has been missing for two decades. Telemachus is powerless against the suitors
who have overrun his home, vying for his mother Penelope’s hand in marriage
and threatening his inheritance. Spurred by Athena (disguised as Mentor),
he embarks on a journey to Pylos and Sparta, seeking news of the long-lost
Odysseus. Though Telemachus does not find Odysseus on his journey, it
nevertheless serves to transforms him from a passive boy into a more decisive
and battle-ready man. Upon Odysseus’s return to Ithaca, Telemachus aids him
in the bloody slaughter of the suitors. However, in his eagerness to please his
father, he mirrors and maybe even exceeds Odysseus’s ruthlessness by killing
helpless servant girls in an elaborate show of cruelty. While Telemachus is
reunited with his father, his moral character is arguably diminished in the
process. His story asks readers to question the cost of his maturation from an
innocent, callow boy into a warrior calloused against the humanity of those
he sees as his enemies.

In his poem “Telemachus” Vuong reimagines the reunion between father
and son. The two have escaped the “bombed cathedral” and the “city beyond
the shore” (alluding to a distant war). Yet Telemachus — also the poem’s speaker
- drags a seemingly dead Odysseus onto the beach (presumably Ithaca’s). As
the speaker struggles to quantify his loss, he says:

He is so still I think

he could be anyone's father, found
the way a green bottle might appear

at a boy’s feet containing a year
he has never touched.
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The green bottle, an explicit metaphor for the father’s lifeless body,
also represents postmemory. Here, the son of a war hero struggles to access
his father’s history: a past that in some way defines him is sealed shut, like a
message trapped inside a bottle. Unlike Homer’s Telemachus, who is able to
witness Odysseus’ virtues and vices, Vuong’s Telemachus is left to make sense
of absence and silence. The bottle’s opaque green glass becomes a barrier
between their generations, its contents suggesting “a year / he has never
touched” - a lost stretch of time, perhaps the period of his father’s glory, or of
his humiliation, preserved but unreachable. Even if the contents are partially
visible through the bottle glass, they are also obscured by its greenness, or
the clouding effect of saltwater and sand over time. In this way, the bottle
embodies postmemory’s central tension: it is both a promise of connection
(the hope that the past can be recovered) and a marker of irretrievable
loss (the realization that some stories will always be partial, drowned, or
untranslatable).

The son’s inability to touch his father’s memories mirrors the
refugee child’s struggle — they inherit not just their family’s history, but
also its unknowability. The result, in “Telemachus” at least, is a sense of
ambivalence towards a past from which he is simultaneously detached (“The
face / not mine”) even as it feels intimate and inescapable. It is the face,

I will wear

to kiss all my lovers good-night:
the way I seal my father's lips

with my own & begin
the faithful work of drowning.

The poems ends on the image of the speaker crouched over his father’s body
attempting to resuscitate him with mouth-to-mouth. Notably, Vuong does not
characterize it as an act that saves the father’s life. Instead, it is a duty (“faithful
work”) to try to revive his father, but one through which he, the speaker, will
drown - or sublimate — himself. This, the poem warns, is the potential cost
of claiming the trauma of prior generations as one’s own. The speaker does
not “work through” inherited trauma, as Hirsch proposes is possible (21), but
seemingly succumbs to it.

This succumbing is further apparent in the future the poem projects in
which the speaker will wear his father’s face to kiss his lovers goodnight. It is
not just his resemblance to his father that will revisit him in intimate moments.
The speaker’s relationship with emotional intimacy, as embodied in the act of
kissing, will forever be affected. His kiss-of-life is ambivalent, an act of love
and duty towards a man prone to absence and emotional withholding. This
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ambivalence will inevitably permeate his erotic relationships: the speaker is
conditioned to associate intimacy (filial and erotic) with obligation, loss, or
even erasure of self.

The tension is crystalized by a vignette from “On Earth We're Briefly
Gorgeous”™:

How one night, after

backhanding
mother, then taking a chainsaw to the kitchen table, my
father went to kneel
in the bathroom until we heard his muffled cries through
the walls.
And so, I learned that a man, in climax, was the closest
thing to surrender.

The father’s fragility, so quickly following his aggression, distorts the
son’s early understanding of emotional intimacy by binding it to trauma. The
tension is further affirmed by “Always & Forever” in which the father blurs
familial and erotic love: “His thumb, / still damp from the shudder between
mother's / thighs, kept circling the mole above my brow.” In a similar vein
to my analysis, Kelly Nguyen surmises that Vuong’s Telemachus’ “desire for
his father becomes conflated with queer desire [as he] alternates between
discussing his father and his lovers” (9).

Ultimately, Vuong’s “Telemachus,” among other poems, draws on and
complicates postmemory. Both the green bottle and the drowned Odysseus
are symbols of a painful past’s simultaneous unknowability and inescapability.
Yet the speaker seems as drawn to past traumas as he is repelled by them. He
is relentless in his engagement with his father’s corpse, dragging him ashore,
wearing and kissing his face. In this way, “Telemachus” doesn’t just warn
of postmemory’s ability to overwhelm its inheritor’s identity, it questions
whether it is possible to resolve postmemory or if its inheritors are destined
to carry it with them forever. The poem’s power lies in its refusal of closure,
leaving the son suspended between drowning and devotion, between the
father he cannot reclaim and the self he cannot fully know without him.

The Mothers and Poetic Form
Arguably, the mythological frame he deployed in “Telemachus” allows
Vuong to grapple with a father figure who, owing to his absence wavers in his
imagination somewhere between fact and hypothesis, between history and
fantasy. Yet there are other figures who, in their presence, tie Vuong more
directly to the trauma of war and migration: his grandmother and mother who
raised him. In his treatment of their narratives, Vuong seems uninterested in
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pandering to the literary tastes of American readers and is unafraid to resort
to unfamiliar forms and confrontational content, allowing history, rather
than myth, to speak for itself.

This is evident in “Aubade with Burning City,” a poem that details a
coercive sexual encounter between an American soldier and Vietnamese girl
(presumably based on Vuong’s grandparents) in a hotel room as the North
Vietnamese Army [NVA] began the assault that would lead to the Fall of
Saigon.

Rooted in medieval France, an aubade is a poetic form that typically
features two central motifs: the coming of dawn, and lovers parting after a
night’s intimacy. Conventional aubades balance tenderness and melancholy,
using natural imagery (sunrise, birdsong) to heighten the emotional tension
between private desires and returning to public duty. The genre’s power lies
in its duality — it is both a love poem and an elegy for love. “Aubade with
Burning City” radically subverts the traditional aubade form by portraying an
act of coerced intimacy against the backdrop of Saigon’s Fall.

The poem is full of tragic ironies. Rather than a dawn full of nature’s
beauty, Vuong renders the sky with an eerie glow of falling ash. Excerpts
from Irving Berlin’s song “White Christmas” intersperse the devastating
imagery: the refrain “May your days be merry and bright” serves as a
soundtrack to the maiming and killing children, a dog, and a nun (10).
According to the poem’s epigraph, “White Christmas” was played as a coded
message to American personnel and allies to begin evacuation of the city.
Yet, despite this signal to flee from the oncoming NVA, the American soldier
maintains his imperiousness over the young Vietnamese object of his desire:

He fills a teacup with champagne, brings it to her lips.
Open, he says.
She opens.

Yet his bravado is delusional. As the two of them are lit up by bomb bursts

of light, he says to her “Don’t worry [...] / [...], my brothers have won the war” (10).
The power imbalance between the two is stark: he speaks confidently

(if delusionally) about the war's outcome, but readers never hear the girl's
perspective. She attempts to speak but “neither of them can hear it” (11). Her
voice and consent are taken for granted, like that of so many Vietnamese
during the war. The poem thus captures the Fall of Saigon, the moment of
North Vietnamese victory, and the beginnings of the refugee emigration
and Vuong’s postmemory. The poem is only ironically an aubade in that it
does not capture and lament the passing of a tender moment but depicts the
power imbalance that marked the “love” between an American soldier and his
submissive Vietnamese partner. This imbalance is sustained by the soldier’s
insistence on the myth of American superiority and invincibility, a myth
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easy to maintain opposite a submissive woman within the confines of a hotel
room, but obviously false given the historical reality of America’s imminent
in Vietnam. Vuong’s account of the unequal and fraught encounter may be
partly fictionalized, but in doing so he is grappling with the experiences of
his grandmother - the source of his mother’s postmemory and by extension
his own.

The figure who most intimately ties Vuong to the trauma of war and
migration is his mother, whose journey from Saigon to America he chronicles
in “Immigrant Haibun.” A haibun is a Japanese poetic form that consists of
prose sections which conclude with a haiku. It typically uses the prose section
to establish context, which the haiku reflects upon, deepening the meaning or
shifting perspective. Originating in the 17th century with poet Matsuo Basho,
the genre traditionally documents travelogues or meditative observations.

In “Immigrant Haibun” (which is divided into six prose sections followed
by a single haiku) the speaker (Vuong’s mother) recounts her perilous journey
at sea with a man (his father). Leaving Saigon in the spring of its fall (“White
hyacinths gasped in the embassy lawn” as “shadows of missiles growl...] larger
on the sidewalks”) they are driven as though by fate (the missiles “looked like
god playing an air piano above us”) to drift on the ocean for months. Their
relationship, though intimate, gradually becomes strained. While early in the
poem, she relies on the man who was “willing to burn his last violin to keep
my feet warm” by the sixth prose section, “he has ruined every beautiful thing
just to prove that beauty cannot change him.”

Once their means of escape, the ocean soon confines them to each other
asthey become co-dependentin their quest for survival. Echoing “Telemachus”
in the haibun’s sixth prose section, Vuong portrays their gradual isolation
through the surreal image of the waves forming a glass bottle around their
ship — an impossible bottle which serves as a metaphor for the memories of their
journey, suspended in time even as narrative leaps forward to America (14). In
this way “Immigrant Haibun” suggests the process by which Odysseus’s bottle
came into being.

Tellingly, the poem suggests that Vuong himself played a role
in his parents’ gradual isolation. The pivot of their relationship is
portrayed in the third prose section in which haibuns traditionally mark a
significant shift in narrative or conceptual direction. The speaker (Vuong’s
mother) reveals she is pregnant, while holding the man’s (his father’s)

face between my hands, wet as a cut. If we make it

to shore, he says, I will name our son after this water. I will learn
to love a monster. (14)
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That she holds the man’s “face between [her] hands” indicates the
intimacy of their relationship. However, she describes the wetness of his
face, not in terms of tears, but as a wound, or “cut.” His are not tears of joy,
but pain, as though he sees their future child as a product of their traumatic
circumstances. To the man, the son will forever be associated with their
trauma: he is a “monster” who will be named after the reason for their current
misery, the ocean.” And yet the man also knows he is expected to love his
son, something he promises to learn. His ambivalence towards his son — the
simultaneous sorrow and compunction to love - foreshadows Telemachus’
ambivalence towards the dead Odysseus. The face between Vuong’s mother’s
hands, the father’s face torn between grief, loathing, and love is also the face
her son will wear and with which he will have to reckon.

In “Immigrant Haibun," Vuong seems to grapple with the source of
his familial trauma and eventual breakdown. Who, or what, is to blame? Is it
the war with its rain of capriciously directed missiles? s the air-piano god to
blame for forcing Vuong’s parents together to escape? Or are they to blame?
Was their desperate embrace of each other naive? Or is Ocean somehow to
blame? Would their relationship have run its course naturally were it not for
the imminent birth of a “monster”?

As is traditional of the haibun, a concluding haiku reframes the
preceding prose:

Summer in the mind
God opens his other eye
Two moons in the lake.

The haiku releases the reader from the woman’s point-of-view and
replaces it with a third-person omniscient speaker who describes the full
awakening of God. This is not the capricious god of springtime, but one
with “summer in the mind” implying a maturation or wisdom. He “opens his
other eye,” as though the earlier, erratic god was only half paying attention
and neglectful. The haiku’s final line can be read in multiple ways. One
interpretation is that the “two moons in the lake” are reflections of both
God’s eyes, as though he is examining himself in a watery mirror. It ends
“Immigrant haibun” on a note of incomprehensibility. The question of

2 Born Vinh Quoc, Vuong was renamed Ocean when his mother misunderstood the word to refer to the
specific body of water that lay between Vietnam and the U.S. (actually the Pacific Ocean). Vuong kept the
name despite being teased for it by his schoolmates: “What happened there was that she found pleasure
in discovery and relating language to meaning. I just thought, well, she’s proud of herself. And it’s a rare
moment for someone like my mother to be proud” (Pham).
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ultimate responsibility will never be answered by a solipsistic God whose
inner workings are unknowable to humans. In this scenario, the man and the
woman’s suffering are random side-effects of God’s self-involved schemes,
rather than carefully plotted in the service of some greater good. Another
interpretation is that the wiser God of summer who brings his full attention
to the man and the woman sees them clearly as essentially unsuited to each
other. They should not have been closed up together as ambivalent lovers but
held separate as moons celestial distances apart.

No less compelling is how the haiku’s reframes of the prose sections’
sense of scale,which begins as a migration across the ocean. The haiku
resituates the events of the poem on a lake, implying a smaller, more intimate
canvas, perhaps echoing the sixth prose section’s miniaturization of the ship
into an impossible bottle. This shifting scale suggests Vuong grappling with
the extent of his poetry’s significance. Is he writing as a representative of the
Vietnamese diaspora, or even diasporas in general? Does his familial story
resonate on a global level? Or is it more particular and individualistic. Are his
familial struggles the result of personal choices and peculiar characteristics?
The haiku that concludes “Immigrant Haibun” suggests of Vuong’s self-
awareness of the complex role he has assumed as a poet of the diaspora.

It is also evident in Vuong’s choice of poetic forms likely unfamiliar to
Americanreaders. Aubades and haibuns are derived from theliterary traditions
of Vietnam'’s former occupiers, France and Japan, thereby reflecting Vietnamese
colonial history before Americaninvolvement. Moreover, Vuong uses different
narrative modes — the mythological framing of his estranged father’s story
and the biographically detailed account of his grandmother’s and mother’s -
to portray different ways in which postmemory is passed on. His innovations
in terms of content and form seem to be acknowledging postmemory’s
inherent syncretism. He pieces together fragments of stories and arranges
them in borrowed (or imposed) poetic forms to synthesize something new.

Performing Vietnamese/Otherness

In an interview with The Harvard Crimson, Vuong reflects on the
pressure placed on Vietnamese American writers to navigate the expectations
of both English-only American readers and Vietnamese American readers. He
pushes back on the perception that pleasing a general American readership
needs necessarily to come at the cost of a Vietnamese authenticity: Vietnamese
American writers do not need to render Vietnamese-ness in ways that are
performative or contrived. Nor do they need to “excise historical or diasporic
content from their writing entirely” (Cho 3). He views writing that denies
such experiences as a “post-diasporic’[...] form of subordination, a method
of narrative policing fueled by a hyper-awareness of the white reader” or
“concerned with [...] the white gaze by negation.”
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Nevertheless, writing for both audiences simultaneously comes with
clear pitfalls: appealing to one, risks alienating the other. Consider, for
example, the reception of his poem, “Notebook Fragments” by Vietnamese
American critic Som Mai Nguyen. She accuses Vuong (and other diasporic
writers) of using non-English words to assert “unearned authority” (1),
critiquing the practice as an effort to achieve “blunt-force ethnic credibility”
in the eyes of readers with no knowledge of Vietnamese. She specifically
targets the tendency to exploit phonetic coincidences / near-homophones
in tonal languages like Vietnamese, especially when doing so depends on
mistranslation, misuse, or tenuous associations.

In “Notebook Fragments” Vuong writes:

In Vietnamese, the word for grenade is "bom,"
from the French "pomme,' meaning "apple."

Or was it American for ‘bomb"?

Woke up screaming with no sound. The room filling with a
bluish water called dawn. Went to kiss grandma on the forehead

just in case.

An American soldier fucked a Vietnamese farmgirl.
Thus my mother exists.
Thus I exist. Thus no bombs = no family = no me.

Yikes.

[...]

Eggplant = ca phao = "grenade tomato." Thus nourishment
defined by extinction.

The Vietnamese equivalent of the English word “eggplant” is correctly
rendered as “ca phdo.” Parsing the Vietnamese further, however, Vuong
translates “ca” (correctly) as “tomato” and “phdo” (dubiously) as “grenade.”
Earlier in “Notebook Fragments” he sets up an association between the
Vietnamese word for both “apple” and “grenade” (“bom”), claiming that
the French word for apple, “pomme,” is the cognate (although he posits the
possibility that the American English “bomb” may also have played a role). As
aresult, when translating “eggplant” (ca phao) as “tomato grenade,” the implicit
suggestion is that “phdo” has an equivalent in “bom” — suggesting both “apple”
and “grenade.” However, the term “phdo” does not translate as “apple.” The
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Vietnamese word for “apple” Vuong is invoking may be “td40” which rhymes
with “phdo,” both words are phonetically similar and are pronounced with a
rising tone. In fact, “phdo” is not typically used as an independent noun, but
takes its meaning from subsequent modifiers (phéo dai = fortress, phao thu =
gunner, phao hoa = firework, phao kich = bombing / sudden attack). At most,
a stand-alone “phdo” is shorthand for “firework.” There is, in other words,
no objective reason that the Vietnamese “ca” (“tomato”) would modify “phao”
to mean either “apple” or “grenade.” Vuong clearly draws on the military /
explosive associations of “phdo,” but offers readers an idiosyncratic set of
connections rather than a faithful translation. For critics like Nguyen, it is
inaccurate and suspect.

Yet Vuong seems to enjoy this kind of phonetic play in English, too. In
“On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous,” he writes: “Say amen. Say amend. / Say
yes. Say yes / anyway.” (43). This wordplay hinges on the near-homophonic
relationship between “amen” (conclusion to a prayer / expression of agreement)
and “amend” (to correct or improve a thing). Outside of the poem, there are
no etymological or definitional associations between the words. Vuong relies
on their homophonic quality to suggest a definitional relationship, implying
that saying a prayer / expressing agreement is linguistically tied to calling for
change. His free associative play in English (based on nothing more than the
convenience of words’ homophonic qualities) demands that we ask whether
Vuong's translations from Vietnamese in “Notebook Fragments” are indictive
of the general frivolity of Vuong’s attitude towards language, or if it is simply
inaccurate appropriation that Nguyen critiques.

Other poems also feature the tendency to use Vietnamese for its effect
on English-only readers rather than particular significance. “My Father
Writes from Prison,” for example, opens with several clauses of untranslated
Vietnamese before slipping into English within the space of the first line: “Em
khoe khong? Gio em dang & dau? Anh nhé em va con qua. Hon nita & there
are things / I can say only in the dark.” The rest of the poem proceeds in
a seemingly fictionalized first-person address in English. By beginning the
poem this way, Vuong creates the illusion of authenticity, as though a real
Vietnamese father has written a letter which the rest of the poem translates.
The Vietnamese opening thus serves as linguistic proof of the father’s
existence. The effect is unsettling: it risks turning the father’s language into
a token, fleeting glimpse of otherness for English-only eyes, before shifting
back into comfortable familiarity.

Added, the father’s language does not add anything of great significance
for Vietnamese readers. It signals little more than the poem’s title, which is
that the poem takes the form of a letter written from prison by a father to
his wife / lover / child’s mother: “How are you? Where are you now? I miss
you and the baby too.” It is a rote, unmusical letter opening in Vietnamese
that Vuong seemingly invites English-only readers to gloss while imputing
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authenticity, romance, exoticism (or whatever else their imagination suggests)
onto its speaker. For Nguyen, it is evidence that Vuong prioritizes effect over
accuracy, catering to readers who expect diasporic writing to include “exotic
language” (2). For her, it reduces Vietnamese to a device that helps Vuong
bolster his ethnic bona fides with English-only readers but risks leaving
insiders to the language unimpressed with what they might interpret as a
performative gesture.

Yet, to return to Vuong’s Harvard Crimson interview, the choice to
include Vietnamese in his poetry avoids what he describes as “subordination”
to a “white gaze by negation.” In fact, it is arguable that Vuong’s repeated use
of Vietnamese deliberately refuses English-only readers legibility. So, rather
than appropriating (poorly or untranslated) Vietnamese to superficially
bridge cultures, his poetry enacts fragmented diasporic existence. By
denying easy access to Vietnamese, he forces English-only readers to sit with
discomfort, replicating the dissonance of existing between linguistic worlds.
As Pulitzer Prize-winning critic Andrea Long Chu observes, Vuong “has
rightly objected to the expectation that all immigrant writers will ‘perform
ethnography”. Where his poems use Vietnamese, she argues, “Vuong is clearly
more interested in inflicting the language barrier on his American audience
than in employing Vietnamese to, say, communicate with other Vietnamese
people.” (Chu 3). In Chu’s reading, Vuong’s poetry does not assuage English-
only reader expectations, but challenges them for both their negative and
positive connotations.

Night Sky with Exit Wounds is written by a young poet navigating
the seemingly irresolvable tensions between past and present, absence and
presence, father and mother, American-ness and Vietnamese-ness. The
expectations of him as a Vietnamese American refugee poet are huge. He is
Ocean Vuong - an individual whose lived experience as a diasporic subject, as
well as that of his family, is intimate and authentic — and he is “Ocean Vuong,”
an emissary to Anglophone America of the Vietnamese refugee experience.
These tensions manifest in his work through his simultaneous embrace and
subversion of Western myth (Greek epics) and of poetic forms (aubade and
haibun) derived from the literary traditions of former colonial occupiers,
to grapple with Vietnamese refugee trauma. It is also evident in the uneasy
incorporation of the Vietnamese language into his English-language collection.
His strategies here have led to divergent receptions, with Som Mai Nguyen
critiquing it as a ploy to achieve “blunt-force ethnic credibility” (Nguyen 1).
Alongside his use of trauma tropes, she accuses him of prioritizing aesthetic
over substance. Andrea Long Chu, however, sees the strategy as a challenge to
the presumed primacy of English-only American readers’ viewpoints.
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Taking the long view, it becomes apparent that Vuong’s mixed reception
indicates the pressure on diasporic writers: to be legible in one’s adoptive
home / language means reconfiguring and reframing one’s birth-language,
and vice versa. Perhaps grappling with postmemory — trauma experienced
by prior generations in another time, place, and language — demands such
confrontations. Although Night Sky with Exit Wounds does not yet move
“beyond a traumatic past” (Hirsch 21), the strength of Vuong's poetry is in
its opening up of uncomfortable ambiguities. His work’s appeal lies precisely
in its refusal to be easily categorized or fully understood through any single
lens. Multiple perspectives are necessary to understand how war’s afterlife is
written, and for whom.
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True Confessions of a
Reformed ABCD:
Generational Silence,
Empathetic Inquiry, and
the 1947 Partition

By Anisah Khan

In March 2020, when [ was a High School junior dreaming of colleges
far away, the pandemic struck and my grandmother passed away. My grieving
mother felt it was important to keep her memory alive. She told me that we
all die twice: first when our hearts stop beating, and a second time when our
names are forgotten.

I'll admit, I didn’t have much of an emotional connection with my
grandmother, who I was supposed to call “Nano.” Although she was my
maternal grandmother, she was also a stranger. [ only met her twice in person,
once when [ was nine, and again at sixteen. She lived far away in Pakistan and
despite my curiosity, the language barrier kept us apart. She only spoke Urdu,
a language I used to speak as a child before ESL classes and immersion in
American culture displaced it with English.

I didn’t feel much pressure to maintain my mother tongue, which I didn’t
need to survive in Houston. My South Asian school friends agreed, even if we
felt a little guilty about our lack of connection to the cultural heritage that our
immigrant family members had brought with them. The death of Nano made
me feel especially ashamed about losing the language of my ancestors. I felt
responsible for the barrier between us. If only I'd tried harder to maintain my
childhood fluency, maybe she would have told me stories from her life. I could
have known better how she understood what it meant to be Pakistani.

Losing Nano was a wake-up call about the fragility of cultural memory
and the importance of gathering and preserving it. [ was especially curious
about her experience of the 1947 Partition, which [ knew about in the abstract
as a historical event, but did not feel I could resonate with on a personal level.
Nano’s death felt like I'd lost access to a familial legacy that could help me
define the South Asian and Pakistani parts of myself. Sure, I could ask my
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mother and father what they knew, but they weren’t necessarily well-informed
either, given that Nano’s silence regarding the events of 1947 was typical of
her generation. As Sana Kamran - a trauma-informed therapeutic counselor
with a special interest in Partition survivors — writes, generational silence “has
created emotional repression. Many survivors never spoke about what they
endured, creating discomfort with vulnerability and emotional expression in
their children and grandchildren” (Kamran 2025). Survivors typically shushed
away questions that required them to think about the experiences, traumas,
and emotions of the Partition. Now, with Nano gone, I felt a sudden and deep
responsibility to learn, to become more than an “ABCD” [American Born
Confused Desi], as community elders liked to call Pakistani Americans of my
generation. | needed to better understand what my family and community
went through before they built our lives in Houston.

I set out to research the broader history and politics surrounding
Partition, the name given the painful division of the British Indian Empire
into India and Pakistan (Bangladesh would carve itself out of East Pakistan
in 1971). Almost more than the facts, I was interested in what historians like
Urvashi Butalia and Ayesha Jalal refer to as the “human dimension” of the
Partition: the direct experiences of survivors and eyewitnesses, both Hindus
and Muslims. Butalia notes in The Other Side of Silence that within the broader
field of Partition Studies, the human dimension “seemed to have a ‘lesser’
status” (6) because its subjective, emotional aspects exist outside the political
narratives historians typically engage. Her research brings the human
dimension of the Partition to the forefront by drawing on oral histories
that evoke the violence in Delhi and North India. Jalal’s research draws the
human dimension out of the writings of Saadat Hasan Manto, a Pakistani
writer whose stories, sketches, essays, and private letters present an intimate
history of Partition’s devastating impact (“Manto and the Human Dimension
of 1947”).

Such individualized, personal accounts — whether they reach us
through oral histories of survivors, their memoirs, diaries, or literary works
— provide insights into the emotional and psychological impacts of the
Partition. It is important to recognize that these impacts do not end with the
survivors themselves, but affect their children, and their children’s children
— be that in India, Pakistan, or Houston, TX. When I refer to the “human
dimension” of Partition, I mean to invoke the lived experiences, emotional
consequences, and intergenerational implications that cannot be explained by
analyzing policies, retracing political borders, or adjusting fatality statistics.
To engage the human dimension of Partition is to understand its cost in terms
of the pain, fortitude, suppression, and resilience that come from fractured
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identities and inherited silences. It honors victims and survivors by preserving
their individual memories, as well as contributing to the larger cultural memory
of South Asia. It counters generalized scholarly perspectives of the Partition
by refusing to forget the intimate nature of its violence, an aspect that all too
easily falls subject to historical amnesia. To my mind, however, engagement
with the human dimension of Partition is also important because it provides
answers about Desi cultural identity for those members of the South Asian
global diaspora who — like me — have limited or no contact with relatives who
experienced it directly.

As a Pakistani American born in the United States and living in
Houston, I can attest to the pressure younger Desi generations feel to behave in
ways deemed authentic to their cultural identity. On one hand, I must build the
life of a successful American citizen to honor the sacrifices my parents made by
choosing to immigrate. On the other, I feel an unspoken expectation — partially
self-imposed — to be more than an ABCD, to show that I belong within my
South Asian community even if I no longer speak my mother tongue. In my
desire to be “authentic,” I express what Tamara Bhalla argues is one of the most
pervasive anxieties in South Asian American cultural politics. As she writes in
Reading ‘Together, Reading Apart: ldentity, Belonging, and South Asian American
Community, “being authentically ethnic among South Asian Americans
subsume(s] issues of cultural ownership, appropriation, commodification, and
desires for belonging” (13).

One of the key challenges for younger South Asian Americansis to connect
with their cultural heritage when they are alienated from familial histories by
the generational silence regarding Partition. Here we see the lasting impact
of Partition in South Asian American communities. Whatever the reasons for
the silence of older generations, its effect is to create a disconnect between
them and younger generations resulting in feelings of dislocation and identity
confusion. For me, this dislocation and confusion took the form of a pervasive
longing to grasp the human dimension of Partition.

I seek to soothe that desire by writing this article, in which I examine the
oral history of P.C. Sharma, a Partition survivor and immigrant to the United
States and Houston. In some ways a very moving account, Sharma’s interview
puts his generation’s struggle to talk about traumatic memory on display.
I therefore also draw on Houston-based writer Saadia Faruqi’s The Partition
Project to suggest another way in which younger generations can come to
understand Partition’s human dimension. Farugi’s work models the empathetic
inquiry and creative imagination necessary for South Asian Americans to better
understand the cultural imprint of Partition in their communities.
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In February of 1947, British Prime Minister Clement Atlee declared that
the British Raj — the two centuries of colonial occupation of the South Asian
sub-continent — would come to an end. The last colonial ruler or “Viceroy” of
India, Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, was appointed in March 1947 “with
a mandate transfer power to India by June [30] 1948” (“Louis Mountbatten”)
Local political coalitions like the Indian National Congress and Muslim League
were encouraged to forge a plan for the newly independent India (“Partition”)
an immediately set about negotiating post-independence governance
structures. Mohandas Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru, representing
the Hindu majority, wanted a united India. However, Muhammad Ali Jinnah,
who led the Muslim minority argued that the tension between Hindus and
Muslims caused by colonization could not be repaired, and insisted on a two-
nation solution. Accordingly, the sub-continent would be Partitioned along
broadly religious lines: India would be governed by Hindus, while Muslims
would govern an independent homeland called Pakistan (consisting of two
disjointed regions, West Pakistan (now Pakistan) and East Pakistan (now
Bangladesh).

According to historian Haimainti Roy, the dividing borders between
India, and East and West Pakistan were negotiated using inaccurate census data
and maps drawn with little knowledge of regional demographics (Roy). It was
a recipe for disaster. The plan to partition India was made official to the public
on June 3, 1947 via printed press, over the radio, and by word-of-mouth (Khan
1). According to these releases, power would be transferred from the British to
South Asians in June of 1948. However, matters quickly devolved when, “within
days the real date would be proclaimed, 15 August, 1947, ten months earlier
than had been anticipated” (3). New, hastily-drawn national boundaries were
revealed on August 17th, two days after the new states had come into existence.
With many not quite certain where they were meant to go and suddenly in arush,
Muslims, Hindus and Sikhs began migrating to the territories they believed they
were designated to rule as religious majorities (Roy).

The migrations turned millions of people into refugees and chaos
ensued. It is estimated that at least 100 000 women were abducted, raped or
murdered (Talbot 420). Families divide themselves strategically, sending their
daughters and wives to places they thought were safe to avoid the risk of sexual
violence. According to competing accounts by the British and later scholars,
the number of deaths as a result of “communal riots” range from 200,000 to
more than 2,000,000. This makes it especially galling that little was written
about Partition-related violence and its human costs until the 1990s when
feminist writers like as Urvashi Butalia, Kamla Bhasin, and Ritu Menon began
to give voice to Partition’s “human dimension” through stories of marginalized
women and children.
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The history of Partition is complex. The alteration of South Asia’s
boundaries impacted multiple religious and ethnic groups. No single story
of the Partition does the complexity justice. Yet, individual stories are worth
remembering and telling to fill in the generational silence that has left many
in my community feeling that their heritage is fragmented. In this regard, oral
histories are very helpful. Consider, for example, P.C. Sharma’s oral history,
which could serve as an emotional bridge to painful events that occurred
over seven decades ago, turning an abstract history into something real and
personal.

P.C. Sharma’s recorded his Partition memories on May 9, 2014 as part
of an interview administered by Krishna Vavilala for the Foundation for India
Studies. In it, he spoke about life as a refugee, his move and assimilation to
Houston, and letting go of his past. In doing so, he offers a deeply humanizing
account of the Partition’s aftermath. I was especially interested in his testimony
regarding his refugee life, answering the curiosities I had, something I would
have liked my Nano to do if she was still alive today. Alas, P.C. Sharma did not
answer very many of them.

Sharma was born in 1938, nine years before Partition took place.
As Hindus living in Lahore - a city in a Pakistan that would soon be ruled
by a Muslim majority — Sharma's mother felt it necessary to flee to Delhi.
According to Sharma, “99 percent of Hindus” made the same decision: “there
was a lot of riots, a lot of burning, a lot of killing during that time when we
were in Lahore.” Sharma’s family escaped the violence intact, which Sharma
attributes to his father being well-known and admired in the city. Although
he had died in 1941, the family still received help and good advice. They left
Lahore in June of 1947, stopped over in the village where his father had been
born, before arriving in Delhi on the day of Indian Independence, 15 August.

Tellingly, Sharma purposefully directs the interviewer away from his
refugee experience, eager to move on from the topic. Before changing the
subject, he tells his interviewer that “refugee camp life was not that good,
but since everybody was the same, you know, there was no comparison, so
everybody was really happy and everything, whatever you can say, happy.” The
contradiction is revealing. On the one hand, he describes refugee life as “not
that good,” indicating traumatic events. On the other hand, he immediately
minimizes it as so widespread (‘everybody was the same”) that isolating
individual suffering was meaningless (“there was no comparison”). As if to
say “move along, nothing to see,” Sharma seems to deny that he experienced
anything like misery — “everybody was [...] happy.” But he also clearly feels
pressure to qualify the events in a manner that can accommodate, however
broadly, the experience of trauma. He struggles to elaborate on the notion
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that the commonality of circumstances minimized suffering, before echoing
the interviewer’s assertions that everyone was “sharing the grief.”

Sharma talked about the capable administration of the refugee camp
(“Everyone was great”) and the house they were allotted after four years
there, as well as the free schooling he received owing to his refugee status. He
quickly moved on to talk about his higher education to qualify as a mechanical
engineer and his early career. I was disappointed by this sudden pivot away
from Partition’s immediate fallout. I came to Sharma’s oral history expecting
to hear explicit details of Partition experience, and was surprised to come
across this selective silence instead. I paused to think about the meaning of
that silence. It began to occur to me that there was a personal cost to the
recounting of traumatic memory. My emotional distance - two generations
removed from Partition — meant I had not considered how painful these
memories are. It takes an act of strength and courage to make such memories
public. Clearly, Sharma had not forgotten what had happened to him. The
silence did not derive from neglect. Rather, he used silence to draw an
emotional boundary between his present and the burdens of the past.

Sharma continues to talk about his decision to move to the United
States in 1974 — a decision he saw as a continuation of his father’s legacy
and to the benefit of his son: “You always want a better life. My father moved
from a village to Lahore [for a better life] [....] Whether you are moving from
a village to Lahore or from India to America [....] As a matter of fact, my son
always tells me, ‘Dad, I thank you very much for making a decision to come
here’ because he has a good life.” Sharma landed in the U.S. and became central
to efforts to grow the Hindu community in Houston, cofounding the Hindu
Worship Society and directing efforts to build the Meenakshi Temple Society
in Pearland.

Sharma’s prioritization of his life in Houston took on new significance
for me in the wake of his silence about Partition. He found comfort and showed
pride talking about the ways he built a life for himself and his community. His
account accentuated what seemed to be a conscious effort to reframe his life in
terms of his positive impact rather than his previous hardships. [ realized that,
rather than wanting to forget or move on, elders purposefully choose what and
what not to say. This changed my attitude towards the generational silence,
and my earlier critique now struck me as unfair. Of course, the generations
who suffered the impact of Partition directly should not be compelled by
ABCDs to speak a history that reopens emotional wounds and causes them
suffering. It suddenly struck me that it was my generations responsibility to
not look away from that which prior generations find difficult to confront.
Our historical and geographical distance from Partition is not a hindrance,
but an advantage in this regard. We are curious about the Partition without
being traumatized by it, allowing us to break the cycle of silence through
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empathetic inquiry. Empathetic inquiry was key to understanding the human
dimension of Partition’s legacy while mending fragmented identities.

¥ % ox

Partition Literature is another avenue of approach for young South
Asian Americans to uncover histories lost in generational silence, to piece
together stories they were never fully told. Houston-based writer Saadia
Faruqi’s 2024 novel, The Partition Project, which is aimed at students in the
middle grades, is exemplary. It grapples with intergenerational trauma,
cultural identity, family, and healing.

Farugi’s novel is set in Sugar Land, Texas, and follows the perspective
of Mahnoor Raheem, who goes by Maha. She is a seventh-grade Pakistani
American girl who is outspoken, full of curiosity, and aspires to be a journalist.
However, Maha'’s life changes when her paternal grandmother [Dadi], arrives
from Pakistan to live with the family. She is initially resentful of Dadi’s
presence, seeing it as a disruption of her life: she has to give up her bedroom
and become a “babysitter” (11). In addition, Maha is heavily immersed in
her American identity since her parents are working professionals with
demanding careers who have little time to pass on cultural traditions. Dadi,
by contrast, struggles to settle in America, misses her homeland and, feeling
culturally invisible and misunderstood, becomes increasingly isolated. Their
relationship changes and the purpose of the novel starts to unfold when Maha,
driven by her passion for journalism, decides to interview Dadi about her
Partition experience. The act of sharing stories becomes the bridge between
them. Dadi gifts her stories to Maha, and Maha improves Dadi’s sense of
belonging in America, helping her feel seen as well as heard.

While Maha initially sees Dadi as an old woman with outdated
ways, hearing her talk about the details of the refugee camp humanizes her
grandmother to her. Dadi tells how her family was compelled by Partition to
move from her childhood home in North India to Pakistan. They arrive in
Walton Refugee Camp after a long journey:

It was huge. [ later found out that Walton was one of the largest
refugee camps, with hundreds of thousands of refugees stuck
there for days, weeks, even months. We were given a small tent
for each of our families. It doesn’t seem like a lot, but we were
lucky, because later on when refugees arrived, they got nothing.
The supplies were so limited compared to the number of people
who showed up every single day. So, we all had to fend for
ourselves. If we wanted to eat, we had to cook food ourselves
using whatever tools we had or could borrow. (308-9)
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The story Dadi tells is one of displacement, deprivation, and worsening
conditions. As Dadi describes it, they had to build everything from scratch.
Survival took resilience and innovation. The family found bricks to build a
stove, and daily collected branches to light fires. They relied on each other to
get through their days in refugee camps, but were always hungry despite their
best efforts.

When Maha found out Dadi stayed at the camp for four months, she
suggests that it didn’t sound too bad. Dadi does not spare her granddaughter’s
misconceptions, telling her forthrightly about the struggles of living as a
refugee:

Honestly, it was worse than both the train journeys combined.
At least when we were traveling, we had a destination. A goal.
Reach Pakistan safely, make a new home. But the camp was
just endless torture. Abba tried to figure what to do, where to
go, because obviously we couldn't stay there forever. But I think
he was exhausted too. I'd see him sitting in our tent in the late
afternoon, staring at nothing. A few times I saw tears in his
eyes, but I didn’t want to believe that because he was my strong
amazing father, you know? He was the leader of our group, the
one who made the tough decisions. (310-11)

Dadi’s story frames Partition as a generational crisis. It challenges her
conception of her own father [Abbal, a “strong amazing father” who is rendered
helpless by circumstances over which he has no control. Dadj, in turn, is at
a lost, not wanting to believe that Abba cannot do anything to better their
circumstances. If he cannot, what hope does she have? Dadi’s vulnerability as
she recalls the hopelessness she faced, becomes a turning point for Maha. In
telling her stories, her grandmother — previously an old-fashioned, foreign,
intruder in her life — becomes humanized. Maha cannot help but see courage
and strength in Dadi.

Notably, Saadia Faruqi was born in 1976, a generation after Partition.
She was raised in Pakistan (she moved to the United States in 1998) where
the legacy of Partition’s human cost is more keenly felt than it is by second
and third generation Pakistani Americans. She did not, however, experience
the refugee camps herself. Faruqi positions herself as a kind of intermediary
between the Pakistani generations that precede her, and present day young
South Asian Americans. By centering Maha'’s perspective — a young Pakistani-
American two generations after Partition — Farugqi invites young South Asian
Americans, perhaps also culturally alienated, to be similarly curious, to ask
questions and start conversations with those who remember.

Perhaps because she did not experience the refugee camps directly,
Farugqi is not burdened by the memory of Partition. She models the advantage
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of historical distance from trauma. Writing a fictional character (Dadi)
who tells the story of Partition demands that Faruqi assume an attitude of
empathetic inquiry. Grounded in the available histories (written and oral),
Faruqi imaginatively reconstructs Dadi’s refugee camp experience. This
imaginative approach allows her to fill in the gaps that actual survivors might
find too painful to recall. P.C. Sharma, for example, deliberately talks around
his refugee camp experience. Dadi, however, delves deep into the emotional
toll her and her family endured on the train from North India to Pakistan,
or in the refugee camps where they had to fend for themselves or rely on
strangers for supplies enough to survive another day. Farugi's empathetic
inquiry and creative imagination offers young South Asian American readers
an emotionally compelling accessible entry point to the human dimension

of Partition.

The anxieties young South Asian Americans like me face about our
connection to subcontinent cultures is real. As Bhalla writes, South Asian
Americans, specifically second and third generation, feel a burden to seem
authentic by knowing and adhering to cultural traditions (13). This anxiety
is not only based in nostalgia for the home-country, but is also a response
to feeling excluded from our own diasporas. Added, young diasporic South
Asians undergo this struggle within the context of American neoliberal
multiculturalism - an ideology in which markets ascribe expressions of
ethnicityvalueinterms of their assimilability and palatability to the mainstream
culture of the United States. In other words, South Asian Americans wage an
internal battle regarding identity: should they be “authentic” to the cultures of
their ancestral homelands or should they present identities that are easy for
American society to digest.

But what if the choice is not quite so stark? Faruqgi’s novel initially
frames Maha’s journey as caught up in this binary. She is so immersed
in her American identity that she finds her family’s Pakistani heritage
boring. However, she grows in the course of the novel as her Dadi cooks
her Pakistani dishes and shares stories from her childhood. This dialogue
between cultures and generations is how The Partition Project suggests the
necessity of hybrid culture. A Pakistani American girl and her deeply-
rooted Pakistani grandmother learn from each other, and both are
changed, implying that identity is not inextricably tied a particular culture.
Rather, it evolves through empathetic inquiry, by telling and listening
and building relationships within a community and across generational,
cultural, and linguistic differences. While Maha remains fully present in
her American-ness, she also honors her South Asian heritage by asking her
Dadi questions. Maha models a way for young South Asian Americans to
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alleviate their anxieties by embracing their hybridity, rather than choosing
between seemingly incommensurate cultures.

Given that talking about traumatic memory is distressing to so many
who survived Partition, it is up to young South Asian Americans like me
to break the cycle of silence. We can do so by making ourselves available
if Partition survivors do want to talk, and we should listen in the spirit of
empathetic inquiry. In the absence of willing eye-witnesses, however, we can
put creative imagination in the service of empathetic inquiry. What we cannot
experience directly, we can visualize.

No one Partition story can definitively represent the chaos of 1947s
events. No one disciplinary approach can uncover the full range of human
misery, tragedy, strength, resilience, and heroism. For that, we need something
bigger than scholarship, literature, or oral histories. We need humble,
emotionally attuned, and generative open minds.
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Echarle Ganas: Murals
and Latino Education
in Houston

By Romina Suarez

With the Houston skyline at the center of its colorful and dynamic design,
the “Houston is Inspired” mural overlooking a downtown parking lot is one
of the city’s most frequently photographed (ABC13 News). Originally created
for an ad campaign shoot at 313 Travis Street, it has become a landmark that
showcases Houston’s popular art and culinary scene, attracting visitors from
across the city, country, and world. But such prominent murals only begin to
scratch the surface of muralism and its impact in Houston. Beyond the flashy,
Instagram-able murals that make the case for an exciting urban destination,
there are many more that represent Houston’s soul: its dynamic communities.

Far away from the spotlight, across the 69 from downtown in the
Greater East End neighborhood, a not-so-well-known but no less important
mural adorns the exterior of the Yolanda Black Navarro Middle School at
5100 Polk Street. Entitled “Five Latinas,” the imposing 40-foot by 80-foot
artwork depicts Hispanic women who have made a significant impact in their
Houston communities. Local artist W3R30N3 [We're One] a.k.a. Gelson D.
Lemus painted each woman in sepia tones afloat above the black and white
image of a little girl reading a book out of which rises a bubble containing
a small pink heart. It is as though the youngster’s hopes and dreams are
beginning with her efforts to educates herself as she reads about her iconic
Latina predecessors.

“Five Latinas" was not painted to sell Houston to outsiders, but to
draw connections between past, present, and future generations of Latinas
in the Greater East End neighborhood. It reminds young Latinas of the rich
local heritage on which they can build. In this regard, the mural resonates
with a phrase of encouragement, a call to work, commonly heard in Latino
households: échale ganas Latino parents tell their children lovingly or
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reproachfully - “put in the effort” or “give it your all” — with reference to
everything from household chores to college applications. If she écharle ganas,
the mural implies, the little girl can achieve great things just like the five
Latinas.

¢ W iy B g e T

“5 Latinas”, Yolanda Navarro Black Middle School, 5100 Polk St., Houston, TX, 77023,
by W3R30N3 AKA Gelson D. Lemus.

The mural offers a hopeful message, but also a necessary one because of
the educational challenges faced by the Latino community. For many children,
the directive to écharle ganas can feel abstract. In Houston, approximately 25%
of Hispanic students do not complete High School (Houston Independent
School District, 2023). In Texas more broadly, only about 16% of Hispanic
students in go on to earn a bachelor’s degree (Trellis). This puts the state
behind nationwide data from the 2023 U.S. Census, which indicates that
20% of Hispanic adults hold a bachelor’s degree, a figure still substantially
below the 36.2% average among all populations. As a result, Latino parents
are less likely to enter higher-income, professional fields, and their children
are less likely to see the upward social and economic mobility associated with
completing higher education.

Given this cycle of underrepresentation, there is a clear need for changes
to the infrastructure that serves Latino education. In the absence of immediate
reform, however, it is up to local communities and their artists to take matters
in hand. By amplifying cultural heritage and the achievements of community
leaders, murals can help young Latinos understand the value of education, while
motivating the larger community to demand necessary educational reform.

80



How do we account for the educational and professional deficits
between Latinos and the broader U.S. population? To understand Latino
underrepresentation, we need to examine the early foundations of Latino
education in the United States, with Texas and Houston providing an
especially interesting microcosm. To do so, I draw on Dr. Louis Mendoza’s
intergenerational immigration account, (Re)Constructing Memory, Place, and
Identity in Twentieth Century Houston: A Memoir on Family and Being Mexican
American in Space City. Now a professor in Latino/a literature and cultural
studies, Mendoza sets the historical scene for his young mother’s immigration.

At the end of the Mexican-American War, Mexico ceded vast portions
of its territory, including Texas, to the United States in the Treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo in 1848. As Texas transitioned from Mexican to American control,
the Mexicans still living in its territory were disadvantaged by anglicization,
which denied them equal access to education, work, and civil rights (4). The
turmoil of the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920) produced a wave of Mexican
immigrants into Texas. This was the era in which Mendoza’s family finally
settled in Houston after years of moving around owing to their uncertain
immigration status. Even after they settled, Mendoza explains that schooling
for his young mother and her sisters was of “secondary importance compared
to the harsh demands of migrant life” (53-54).

Part of the harsh reality was the anti-Mexican sentiment that was
especially acute as the Great Depression took hold from 1929-1939. Despite
Mexican-American contributions to the U.S. labor force, anti-immigrant
sentiments were fueled by the perception that new arrivals took (Anglo) jobs
at an economically precarious time (74). As historian Jesus Esparza points out,
in 1930 Houston officials accused Mexican immigrants of being an “economic
threat” (Esparza) and organized brutal raids that targeted and deported many
Mexicans regardless of their legal status. By the end of the 1930s, more than
15% of Houston’s Mexican population had been deported or driven out,
leaving communities fractured and isolated (Mendoza 70).

Beyond the impact of immigration policies on Mexican-Americans,
even those who were relatively settled in Houston had to contend with Anglo
racism. Before the Brown vs. Board of Education ruling overturned segregated
schooling in 1954, Mexican-Americans in Houston were not legally required
to attend schools designated for Black students. However, Mexican children
in predominantly white schools faced daily discrimination. The Houston
Independent School District [HISD] soon responded to the discomfort
of white families with the presence of Mexican students by establishing
“predominantly” Hispanic schools in areas like Houston’s East End. De Zavala
Elementary School, near historic Magnolia Park, is one such example of a
school founded (in 1920) to separate Mexican-American students from white
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peers. This was the school Mendoza’s mother attended from 1935 to the
1940’s (75-76).

Even in these de facto segregated settings, Latino students often faced
ridicule from peers and teachers alike for speaking Spanish, a challenge many
still face today (Maynard 2016). Mendoza recognizes that it was important for
his mother to learn English if she wanted to live a successful life in the United
States, but the system was not set up for her success. Her lack of English
proficiency was a source of tremendous difficulty for her as she struggled to
learn in English-medium classes. Many of her family members and friends
dropped out of school entirely because they were unable to overcome this
barrier (76).

Beyond educational difficulties, the situation in the workforce also
kept Latinos economically oppressed. Even after the Great Depression,
many employers refused to hire Mexican workers, going so far as to post
signs that read “No Mexicans, Whites Only.” Such discrimination was
sanctioned by local laws and policies (74). The Houston City Council even
enacted laws mandating that 50% of all jobs be reserved for white citizens.
Even as the Latino community has grown from strength to strength since the
Depression-era, these policies laid the groundwork for economic disparities
that persist to this day. Currently, only around 25% of Hispanics in the United
States hold professional positions that typically require a bachelor’s degree, in
comparison to 58% of Asian Americans and 35% of African Americans (U.S
Bureau of Labor Statistics 2021).

This is the historical context that to varying degrees continues to
shape Mexican-American sensibilities towards educational and professional
success, more so given the recent intensification of anti-immigrant rhetoric
and deportation threats. Even if a better educational infrastructure is available
to them, it makes sense that many young Latinos feel alienated. History tells
them that the United States prefers to see Mexicans as cheap labor (see the
Bracero program of the 1940s as a case in point), while it conceives of skilled,
upwardly mobile Mexican workers as a threat to “Anglo jobs.” It is challenging
for many Latino students to remain motivated when the nation to which they
are citizens does not seem to value and may even abhor their success. Many
internalize this oppression, trapping themselves in stereotypical roles being
convinced they should aspire to nothing more than low-paying “migrant
work” in agriculture or construction.

And so, the cycle continues.

The question that must inevitably be asked is, “How do we break it?” One
common answer is “acculturation” or “assimilation” the idea that Latino
Americans must adapt to a (predominantly Anglo) American middle-class
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mainstream culture. There has long been fervent debate within the Latino
community. Should they conform to Anglo American culture, maintain their
own culture in a xenophobic environment, or to find compromise somewhere
between (Mendoza 69-74)? Breaking the cycle of Latino underperformance is
as much a process of understanding who they are, as it is about deciding what
they want to become.

For many Latino Americans, the affirmation of their own culture has
been a tremendous comfort and resilience. Connecting to their own heritage
helps Latinos maintain a strong sense of identity in a country that often feels
foreign. Even as Latino Americans have become more assimilated to American
culture, many have kept close ties to family and heritage. For Mexican
Americans, these relationships have been affirmed by the U.Ss proximity
to Mexico, the ease of passage between countries, and the continued flow of
Mexican immigrants.

Such factors allowed the Mexican community in Houston to “consciously
cultivated their Mexican-ness” and developed a ground sense of identity. From
newspapers like El Gaceta, popular music groups like La Orquesta Tipica de
Magnolia, to social groups such as Club Recreativo Anahuac (established
in 1932) and labor organizations like Sociedad Mutalistas Obrera Mexicana
(established in 1920), the community created social support systems and
opportunities for self-representation. By building and participating in cultural
institutions, individuals gained a sense of pride and agency. When Mexican
Americans see their culture reflected in public spaces, clubs, and media, it
communicates that their history and identity matter. This visibility is a key
factor in building collective self-worth, which translates to stronger individual
self-esteem (72).

In Houston, Mexican Americans have continued to build strong
community bonds by embracing Spanish language media, including
television, radio, music, and visual arts. One example of an iconic figure of
great importance to the community is the popular Mexican-American singer
Selena Quintanilla, one of the first females to sing Tejano music, who paved
the way for subsequent generations. She is represented on various murals
in Houston with an especially prominent example at 2101 Polk Street in the
Great East End. The mural is a point connection for the community, and
it is often visited at the anniversary of her tragic death on March 31, 1995.
Community members lay down flowers in celebration of her not as a martyr,
but as an icon and role model.

The role muralism in advancing Mexican American identity has a
fascinating history. When President Lyndon B. Johnson established Hispanic
Heritage Month in 1968 - which continues to be celebrated to this day - it
was in part a response to the strength of the Chicano Movement, which had
blossomed in the U.S. The movement was rooted in the social and political

83



struggles of Mexican Americans, particularly around workers’ rights. It
achieved national prominence attention under the leadership of influential
Chicano and Mexican figures such as Dolores Huerta, who fought tirelessly for
labor unions, and Diego Rivera, whose murals vividly captured the hardships
and realities that the Mexican-American community was going through.

Born in Mexico in 1886, Rivera rose to prominence in the wake of the
Mexican Revolution. Returning from studies in Europe in 1921, he became
involved in the government sponsored mural program and was pivotal to the
establishment of the Mexican Mural Movement (alongside such artists as José
Clemente Orozco and David Alfaro Siqueiros), which “grew out of a national
project to unify post-revolutionary Mexico” (Lombera 13). The movement
sought to realign Mexican national culture with the working people rather
than the elitism of prior regimes. Muralism was an effective way to achieve
this because, unlike traditional paintings displayed within museums or curated
spaces, murals operate within public spaces, meeting people where they are.
Murals do not require tickets or access to exclusive spaces; they are accessible,
inviting viewers to connect with their messages in everyday environments.

Most of Rivera’s early works focused on the unrepresented “common
man.” Detailing Mexico’s woman, indigenous people, workers, activists, and
more. By the 1930s, he had achieved international renown and had been
commissioned to paint various murals across the United States. His first U.S.
mural, “Allegory of California” is located inside the former San Francisco
Stock Exchange Luncheon Club - a setting associated with Anglo elites rather
than Latino working classes. However, the mural pointedly lacks depictions of
city landmarks or financial elites. Instead, it showcases the diversity of people
who contributed to building California: against a backdrop of machinery and
industry, the painting depicts not just scientists, engineers, innovators, but
also field workers, gold prospectors, miners and other labor professions. All
these figures painted in bold colors and are embraced by a watchful mother-
earth figure — presumably the figurative embodiment of California’s fertility.
The mural is remarkable for the way in which it insists on the contributions of
the working classes — many of whom are descendants of Mexicans or Mexican
immigrants — in the riches the state has on offer. The mural thus gestures
towards the role Latinos, often underrepresented, shunned, and denied basic
rights, play alongside those whom society celebrates. The dichotomy between
elites and workers highlights the mainstream’s ignorance of the contributions
made by Mexicans living in one of America’s richest states. Rivera’s art
insisted on their recognition, rendering them in strong colors as they do their
essential work.

Riverawrote that “Every strongartisthasahead and aheart. Every strong
artist has been a propagandist. I want to be a propagandist and I want to be
nothing else. I want to be a propagandist [...] in all that I can think, in all that I
can speak, in all that [ can write, and in all that I can paint. [ want to use my art
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as a weapon” (57). His belief in the social function of art lives on in Houston'’s
rich community-driven muralist tradition, especially in the Third Ward and
Greater East End neighborhoods. The tradition incorporates the experiences
of non-Latino communities, too, reflecting diverse cultural narratives and
addressing everything from social justice to cultural pride. Driving through
these areas, you see a variety of mural subjects: from depictions of influential
figures like Selena (see above) and Houston-born musicians Beyoncé and Lizzo,
to tributes to civil rights martyrs like Cassandra Taylor and Vanessa Guillen, a
Latina murdered at Fort Hood in April 2020 while serving the military under
the flag of the United States. One of the most iconic examples of Chicano
Muralism is Leo Tanguma’s “Rebirth of Our Nationality”, a 240-foot mural
stretching an entire city block from 5800 to 5898 Canal Street. Completed in
1973 in Houston’s East End, it was created in collaboration with local students
and residents. The mural became a rallying point for community dialogue about
Chicano identity, unity, and the ongoing fight against racism (Monterrosa).

Such works serve to preserve history and call attention to issues and
social justice battles impacting minority communities, particularly Black and
Latino residents. However, fewer murals depict forward-looking, aspirational
messages that celebrate future possibilities and achievements, especially
those relating to scholarly and professional success. That the majority of
Houston murals directed at minority communities reflect the challenges
they face, rather than their successes, echoes the mainstream media’s practice
of prioritizing Latino narratives of hardship and injustice over stories of
resilience and accomplishment. This practice reduces Latinos to public health
crises, deportation stories, crime rates, or political strife overshadowing
the rich cultural and intellectual contributions of Latinos in the city. While
designated cultural months and community festivals temporarily spotlight
positive representation, these moments are fleeting and easily drowned out
by the prevalence of dramatic headlines.

Murals serve as an alternative form of storytelling, which offers a
powerful counterbalance. Unlike mainstream media, which caters to mass-
market appeal, these artistic expressions target communities where they
live, potentially elevating successful scholars, innovators, and community
leaders. Their stories become embedded in the city’s visual landscape,
woven into the cultural fabric of Houston, giving them a permanence in
the lives of new generations beyond the ephemeral nature of news cycles.

¥ x %
“5 Latinas,” with its image of a young girl reading beneath portraits of five
successful local women, symbolizes the connection between the achievement

of the past and the aspirations of the future. A QR code alongside the mural
gives viewers access to the story of each woman, and the contributions they
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made to the East End neighborhood and the broader Houston area. Painted on
the side of a middle school, the mural appeals to students as potential future
leaders, encouraging them to envision greater possibilities for themselves and
their community. Located near the school’s main entrance and parking lot, it
infuses the students’ everyday reality with symbols of Latina success as they
wait for their rides or walk by it daily.

The mural is unusual because it centers Latina successes, specifically,
rather than affirming a more general sense of cultural pride. This reminds
young girls that they, too, should aspire to great things in any field they
choose: it incorporates aspirational figures who have served as leaders of
the Latino community in their capacities as political activists, musicians, and
radio entrepreneurs.

The mural features five influential women, including Mexican-
American Yolanda Navarro, a University of Houston graduate after whom
the school is named. Navarro is celebrated as a leader and a hero in Houston’s
East End community. She founded the Association for the Advancement of
Mexican-Americans. She also served on Houston mayor Annise Parker’s
Hispanic Advisory Committee (2010-2016), helping create opportunities
and foster a more inclusive environment for Houstonians from Mexican-
American backgrounds. Also featured is Angela Morales. Known for her
fiery passion, Morales grew up in a segregated East End and launched the
city’s first Hispanic radio station, giving a voice to the Latino community
in Houston and expanding opportunities for the dissemination of Hispanic
culture. Another aspirational figure is Graciela Saenz, who leveraged her
law degree from the University of Houston to serve the community, with a
special interest in justice for juvenile defendants and cases involving domestic
violence. She made history as the first Hispanic woman to hold a Houston
City Council At Large position (1992-1997), breaking barriers and proving
Latinas could serve in leadership positions, not just within their communities,
but more broadly. Also given pride of place is social worker Nelly Moyano-
Fraga, who immigrated to the U.S. from Ecuador, and whose advocacy in
social justice dates back to the late 1960s. Among other achievements, she co-
founded and served as Executive Director of the Ambassadors International
Ballet Folklorico, which taught and preserved Hispanic folk dances since
1979. She was awarded the Mayor’s Hispanic Heritage Lifetime Achievement
Award in 2019. Last but not least, the mural features legendary guitarist
Norma Zenteno who moved diverse Houstonians with her salsa, jazz, and
rock fusion. She died at the age of 60 in 2013. Each of the "Five Latinas” broke
through societal barriers to become leaders and advocates in a system that
was not designed with their success in mind.

The mural was unveiled in 2021, and was celebrated as part of Hispanic
heritage month, including stories carried by local news stations. It thereby
increased visibility of the community. During the mural’s inauguration,
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Graciela Saenz said, “They cannot not see us anymore. It says, we are here,
and we are going to be here and we are part of this community” (Correa).
She credited her successes to her educational background. Also recognizing
the vital role played by increased visibility for Mexican-American and Latino
success was Adrian Garcia, Commissioner of Harris County Precinct 2, who
hoped that the mural would put young students “on a journey for greatness,
just like these ladies.”

Murals, works of public art by the people and for the people, represent
something greater than a single perspective or experience. They symbolize
what communities can achieve together, fostering aspirations and shifting
perspectives. With more visibility for influential role models, murals can help
counter the stigmas that hamper the progress of minority groups, showing
that representation matters not only in acknowledging the struggles of the
past but also in paving pathways for future generations. They inspire young
Mexican and Hispanic Americans to pursue higher education, achieve
professional success, and ultimately drive change within their communities.
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FROM THE HUMAN SITUATION:
PRIZE WINNING ESSAYS FOR 2024-2025

Every student in the Honors College takes The Human Situation
course, and every professor asks for three or four essays each semester.
That means that there are somewhere around three or four thousand (!)
essays brainstormed, storyboarded, outlined, drafted, revised, and finished
every fall and every spring in this course which begins around Homer and
ends around Kafka. The Honors College prides itself on being the home of
great conversations, and these ten thousand or more pages closely analyzing
ancient Greek poetry, Roman philosophy, Elizabethan theatre, or the
contemporary novel are part of one of the greatest of these—the slow, patient
back and forth of reading and writing that has kept the great stories of our
human situation living and breathing for just about five thousand years.

The following two essays, the first on The Bhagavad Gita (written
around the first or second century BCE) and the second on Voltaire’s satirical
novel Candide (1759), were awarded the Human Situation Best Essay Prize
for the 2024-2025 academic year. Faculty members submitted the best
essays from their sections, and out of two dozen submissions these two were
deemed the most worthy of this year’s prize. We hope that in presenting
them here, we add another layer to FrameWorks showcase of exceptional
undergraduate research and writing. Here, they can serve not only as examples
to future students, but as intriguing intellectual inquiries in their own right.

HUMAN SITUATION BEST ESSAY PRIZE COMMITTEE

Richard A. Garner (Chair)
Jain Morrison
Marina Trninic
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Friendship as Savior:
The Necessity of

Friendship in the
Bhagavad Gita

By Sarah Malik

In the second discourse of The Bhagavad Gita, Arjuna explains to
Krishna, his charioteer and advisor, how he is torn between upholding the
duties of a warrior and fighting against his family. The conflicting nature
of his friendship with his kin and the expectations of his social caste seems
to confuse his path towards unity with Brahman. The Bhagavad Gita is
centered around this tale of a warrior, Arjuna, who learns to let go of worldly
connections to uphold his dharma, or religious duty, in order to be in harmony
with Brahman, the eternal and supreme life force of the universe. Before battle,
Arjuna grapples with balancing his friendship and his savior responsibilities
through a conversation with Krishna, a disguised god. In efforts to discern
the right path, Arjuna admits that his “mind is clouded” towards his dharma
and seeks Krishna’s advice on which action to take (18). Arjuna’s dilemma
raises the question: What is the role of friendship in The Bhagavad Gita and
does it aid or inhibit one’s journey towards transcending their human form?
At first, it appears that Arjuna’s familial connections inhibit him from being
in harmony with Brahman, thus friendship may be incompatible with moving
past the gunas, qualities that constitute the material world. However, in this
paper, [ will argue that friendship specifically practiced in accordance with
yoga can empower one to transcend the physical realm (gunas) and unite with
the ultimate divine power (Brahman). Contrary to our initial assumption,
connections with others do not always represent a form of clinging to the
material world; rather, it is possible to establish friendships that promote
association with the metaphysical reality.

Krishna begins to explore the faults of Arjuna’s friendship with his
kin and answers Arjuna’s worries of harming his family by introducing the
concept of the eternal self. He thus convinces Arjuna to uphold his dharma
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as a warrior. “You speak as if with words of wisdom [but] you have mourned
that which is not to be mourned...The self is not born, nor does it ever die.
Once it has been, this self will never cease to be again. Unborn, eternal,
continuing from the old, the self is not killed when the body is killed” (19-
21). Krishna clarifies that a person has two manifestations: the self which
represents the true metaphysical reality, and the physical body which is
connected to the material world. Arjuna’s argument rests on the idea that
if he harms his family, he will find no pleasure in life afterwards as the ones
who would celebrate his victory will be gone. Krishna reassures Arjuna that
in fighting his family, and thus carrying out divine justice, he is not enacting
any harm towards their eternal selves. Fighting in the war does not replace
friendship with animosity, but rather prioritizes upholding one’s sacred duty
and inspiring others to do so. This adherence to dharma remains a means of
benefiting others and so is still a form of friendship. Highlighting that Arjuna
did not previously understand the eternal self, Krishna reveals the clinging
that taints Arjuna’s familial friendship. By redefining the existence of a person
through the distinction between a body and the eternal self, Krishna suggests
that Arjuna’s friendship with his family is built upon a misunderstanding of
reality and promotes clinging to the material world.

Krishna goes on to detail the harmful progression that clinging incites
to explain how Arjuna’s friendship with his family ultimately prevents him
from achieving harmony with Brahman. “Clinging is born to someone who
dwells on the spheres of the senses; desire is born from clinging; and anger is
born from desire. Confusion arises from anger; and from confusion memory
strays; from the fall of memory comes the loss of insight; and one is lost when
one’s insight is lost” (33). Arjuna’s connection to his kin causes him to focus
on the material world, or “the spheres of the senses,” which is most evident in
his reasoning to not fight when he places importance on not wanting to harm
the bodily aspect of another person. Arjuna’s argument highlights that his
friendship is built upon the mutual enjoyment of one another’s presence in
the material world. The consequential loss of insight is reflected in Arjuna’s
hesitancy to uphold his duty as a warrior. This indicates the harmful role
of the gunas, or the characteristics of the physical reality, manifested in
his clinging friendship as they confuse Arjuna’s perception of his dharma.
Therefore, Arjuna’s relationship with his family distracts him because he is
not mindful of the idea that everyone has an eternal self that lives beyond the
physical realm, an Atman. Furthermore, Arjuna is not focused on achieving
harmony with Brahman, the eternal order of the universe, which combines all
individual life forces, or Atmans. If Arjuna prioritizes his dharma, as Krishna
explains, and recognizes that his family’s Atmans will benefit from this divine
lesson rather than being permanently harmed, he will unite with Brahman
and transcend his human form. Furthermore, he will prompt his family to

94



reconsider their actions and work towards unity with Brahman as an effect of
divine punishment.

In line with the conversation about the eternal self, Krishna, avatar of
the Hindu god Vishnu, is making Arjuna more familiar with the metaphysical
reality of the world by encouraging yoga. Moreover, Krishna promises that
an adherence to yoga will lead Arjuna to unite with the everlasting force of
the universe, Brahman. The practice of yoga entails detachment from both
the material world as well as the idea that individuals have control over the
outcomes of the universe. As such, Krishna orients Arjuna to the reality that
the war is rooted in the metaphysical balance of order. He explains that the
actions of Arjuna’s kin are not in accordance with the spirit of Brahman
and so in order to maintain the natural order of the universe, they must be
defeated. Thus, Krishna emphasizes how his family’s Atmans are being given
an opportunity to reform their actions through their physical death. However,
he assumes complete responsibility for the results of the battle as a form of his
divine intervention. For instance, Krishna reveals that Arjuna’s family will be
killed in battle regardless of Arjuna’s involvement. Krishna makes clear that
Arjuna’s role is only to enact the demands of justice in the physical realm while
the true action and decision remains in the hands of Brahman. He prompts
Arjuna to become a vehicle for his dharma and to surpass the distracting
gunas of physical reality by joining himself to battle and making “victory and
defeat” the same (26). Hence, Krishna advocates for yoga as he urges Arjuna
to detach himself from the consequences of his physical actions and simply
perceive fighting as upholding his dharma to uphold harmony with Brahman
rather than bringing harm to his family.

As Arjuna now understands both the concept of the eternal self, or
Atman, and the importance of yoga for uniting with Brahman, he realizes the
shortcomings of his initial perspective towards his familial relationships. With
this newfound awareness, Krishna revisits the idea of friendship through his
own connection with Arjuna. There is a significant shift in their dynamic and
Krishna, savior of humanity, begins to regard Arjuna as “dear friend” (81). In
doing so, he suggests that the example of their friendship is the proper kind
that aligns with yoga. This is evident in their interactions where Arjuna learns
from Krishna the proper path to unite with Brahman and the importance
of detaching from the material world. Their friendship is based on mutual
goodwill, serves as an everlasting connection that spans divine boundaries,
and focuses on escaping the confines of one’s human form. To contrast,
Arjuna’s friendship with his family is built upon their shared enjoyment of
the material world, so it serves as a form of clinging and inhibits him from
transcending the gunas that trap one in physical reality. This key difference
of the purpose of a friendship is the deciding factor for whether a friendship
will aid or inhibit one’s journey of transcendence. If a friendship is for the
enjoyment of the material world and comfort in another’s bodily presence
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like Arjuna’s connection to his kin, then it will prove an obstacle. On the other
hand, if a friendship recognizes that yoga is the path to achieving harmony
with Brahman and is centered upon helping each other attain balance with
the universe, then the friendship will be beneficial for and compatible with
transcending the gunas.

The understanding of the eternal self supports this type of good
friendship as realizing one’s Atman enables one to be cognizant of the
physical reality and thus work through the gunas to align with Brahman.
Krishna explicitly states that “only the self is friend to the self,” suggesting
that the nature of friendship is a form of self love as all people are united
through a shared eternal self or Brahman (71). Therefore, as an individual
forms a friendship, they will act towards another as they would to themselves
because both of their Atmans come from the shared Brahman. For instance, as
adherence to one’s dharma is a divinely beneficial action, a true friend would
support such behavior in both themselves and their friends, like Krishna does
for Arjuna in battle. Moreover, to be a friendly relationship, both in the form
of self love and towards another, it should be oriented towards harmony with
Brahman and transcending the gunas. Further, the concept of the individual
eternal self, or Atman, helps one to differentiate between the material world
and the true metaphysical reality of the universe which reminds one that the
true purpose of friendship should be aiding transcendence.

Krishna adds another layer of complexity to the idea of friendship as
he clearly describes it in those who are dear to him. To illustrate, he claims
to approve of “the one for whom enemy and friend” are the same (144). This
reveals that the right friendship is not the opposite of animosity and should
not be inspired by feelings of intense passion and love for another. Rather,
it should be a shared good will that encourages each person to transcend
the gunas. For example, the strong emotional attachment that Arjuna had
towards his family was immoral as it distracted him from his dharma and was
influenced by the gunas; he initially believed that in killing his family he was
becoming their enemy and destroying their friendship. Instead, their defeat
was beneficial as it enabled their Atmans to reform and align with the order
of Brahman. As such, friendship must be aligned with the practice of yoga
that makes no differentiation between extremes and instead strives to follow
the right path with a detachment from the material world. Furthermore,
friendship seems to be not only an aiding factor in uniting with Brahman,
but rather key. Lord Krishna, an incarnation of the supreme Hindu deity
reveals that “one who has no hatred for any being, a compassionate friend...
that one is dear to me” (142-143). This clarifies that friendship, like yoga and
an understanding of metaphysical reality is necessary for transcendence. As
following one’s dharma upholds order in the universe, encouraging all to
unite with Brahman and follow the right path also aims for harmony with
existence. In true friendship, this goodwill extends to all individuals as
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every Atman contributes to Brahman. Hence, a “compassionate friend” who
purposefully aids others towards this end goal fulfills his own duty towards
transcendence and is the one who will unify their Atman with Brahman by
following Krishna’s teachings.

Ultimately, through a discussion of the eternal self existing beyond
the material realm, Krishna reveals that friendship developed upon the
principles of yoga can aid one in uniting with Brahman. Even so, the right
type of friendship is a necessary step towards uniting with Brahman as an
individual in harmony with the spirit of the universe would promote others
maintaining the natural order. Yet, some qualities of the proper form of
friendship remain unexplored in this essay. For instance, Krishna explains
that for an individual that adheres to yoga, “there is no goal in action, nor
any goal in non-action; and that one does not cling to goals, in connection
with any beings” (41). Thus, while friendship is an essential quality, it
seems that one cannot approach it with a result or goal in mind. Forming
a friendship should be a natural result of good intentions and perhaps
upholding one’s dharma, rather than a specific action that an individual
plans to take. Finally, in interpersonal relationships, the introduction of
goals would reveal a desire to control outcomes which involves submission
to the gunas. While friendship may be our savior, it is crucial to separate
human vices from our relationships and allow them to blossom organically.
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The Search for Utopia:
The Role of Suffering

in Voltaire’s Candide

By Carden Tran

In his travels, the naive protagonist of Voltaire’s Candide struggles with
two parallel situations where he must reconcile suffering and utopia in what
he has been told is “the best of all possible worlds”, a facet of philosophical
optimism that the novel seeks to criticize (2). After being exiled from his
childhood home, the castle of his uncle Baron Thunder-ten-Tronckh,
Candide encounters his old mentor Pangloss crippled by syphilis yet
nevertheless maintaining that his suffering is “essential” so that Europeans
can enjoy chocolate (9). In this instance, Candide accepts said suffering
as necessary in the best of all possible worlds with no question. However,
after he later departs from the idyllic El Dorado, Candide comes across a
mutilated slave who tells him that his condition is “the price that had to be
paid” so that Europeans can enjoy sugar, a luxury akin to chocolate (43). This
revelation causes Candide to outwardly and explicitly “give up optimism,”
asserting that Pangloss could have “never imagined such [an] abomination”
(43). With such differing reactions, this sequence of events suggests that due
to his sheltered childhood in the Baron’s castle, Candide initially lacks the
necessary framework to understand a genuine utopia, causing him to falsely
believe that suffering is acceptable in the best of all possible worlds. As such,
to make sense of his radical shift against philosophical optimism, we must
observe how Candide’s encounter with the slave is the crucial moment that
transforms his understanding of suffering from a fact of life to an obstacle to
be overcome, ultimately informing the discovery of his own personal utopia
in the final garden.

Candide’s initial acceptance of suffering as necessary for utopia is built
from two main components: his naiveté and flawed perception of utopia.
Having studied under Pangloss since childhood, Candide’s idea of “the best
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of all possible worlds” was the Baron’s Castle, where the lens of philosophical
optimism held true because he had no prior experience that would convince
him otherwise. Candide’s observation that the Baron must be “one of the most
powerful noblemen” simply because his castle has “a door” and “windows”
fully encapsulates his childlike perception of cause and effect, demonstrating
his greater naivety (2). However, by the time he finds Pangloss again, he had
already been kicked out of the “Garden of Eden” (3), whipped four thousand
times by the Bulgars, and seen villages “reduced to ashes” (6). The allusion of
the Baron’s Castle as the Garden of Eden directly suggests that Candide views
his home as paradise, and despite all this suffering, he continues to believe
that it is the best of all possible worlds.

When he meets Pangloss again, he sees him as a tangible reminder of
“the most beautiful of all castles”, a demonstration of his flawed perception of
utopia (8).It can be clearly observed that Candide’s perspective on life is framed
by his belief that the Baron Castle’s is an unassailable utopia, a notion that is
ultimately shattered as Pangloss describes the horrible atrocities committed
at said castle- including its entire destruction and the supposed death of his
love, Cunégonde. Suffering had finally reached his utopia, and therefore, with
his idea of a perfect utopia destroyed, Candide begins to question the validity
of philosophical optimism.

However, in his search for answers, rather than rejecting philosophical
optimism after experiencing the worst of humanity, Candide’s naivety
and flawed perception of utopia leads him to accept suffering as a fact of
life. Searching for a way to justify the objectively terrible events of recent
memory, Candide looks to Pangloss, who ascribes “love” as the reason for his
own syphilis-ridden body (8). Jumping on the idea of love as an explanation,
Candide similarly asserts that love was the cause of him being kicked out
of the castle in the first place but maintains that it is a “beautiful cause” all
the same (8). This love, according to Pangloss, is the reason he contracted
syphilis from Paquette, the price of which Europeans pay for the existence of
chocolate. Pangloss’ justification of love and chocolate seem to be acceptable
answers to suffering because it aligns with Candide’s own experience in the
best of all possible worlds, having been kicked out of the Baron’s Castle for
love himself. As a result, Candide accepts this flawed narrative as truth — that
suffering is acceptable in the best of all possible worlds.

When Candide reaches El Dorado, however, he finally experiences a
society that is objectively the best of all possible worlds. When he asks the
most knowledgeable man in the kingdom about the religion of El Dorado, he
responds that they “don’t pray to [God]” but rather “thank him continuously”
because he has given them everything they need (39). For the first time,
Candide observes a true utopia where the people do not need to suffer for
the pleasures of love and chocolate that they enjoy. Rather than observing an
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exchange, such as prayers for utopia or love for syphilis, Candide sees a society
which cannot even fathom the concept of suffering. Although unrealistic in
its perfection, the encounter forces Candide to understand the crucial truth
that his previous perception of utopia, where suffering is necessary, is false.
As such, his frame of reference for utopia shifts from the Baron’s Castle to
El Dorado, evident by his assertion that if Pangloss had seen El Dorado, “he
would not have said that the castle of Thunder-ten-tronckh was the best place
on earth” (39).

As such, when Candide leaves El Dorado and hears the slave’s horrific
story, he is more distraught than he ever was seeing Pangloss’ suffering.
The reason for the difference in his reaction, as we have established, is
his experience and notion of the best of all possible worlds. In his naiveté,
Candide saw Pangloss’ suffering as an aspect of the best of all possible worlds
because that’s the treatment he himself had experienced being kicked out of
the utopia that was the Baron’s Castle. Suffering, in his mind, was a precursor
to happiness. In contrast, having experienced the conditions of El Dorado
where suffering was not necessary for happiness, Candide recognizes that
the abuses of the slaves in return for sugar are unacceptable in the best of
all possible worlds. The slave’s suffering, as a direct result of the benefits
that Candide enjoyed, is wholly unnecessary given the context of El Dorado
and can only be explained as evil, forcing Candide to recognize the flaws of
philosophical optimism.

Suffering, then, finds its role in revealing the third kind of utopia- one
not built from a universalizing philosophy or unrealistic standard, but rather
the responsibility of the people to deem it unacceptable. The Baron’s Castle
is an example of a flawed utopia built on the false premise that suffering is
a fact of life that must be exchanged for happiness. In contrast, El Dorado,
where no suffering exists, is an unobtainable city on the hill that we ought to
strive for. Rather than seeing it as one extreme or the other, we instead choose
to see it as unacceptable- acknowledge its existence, struggle with it, but do
everything in our power to prevent it. Whereas Candide had, for example,
neglected to save Jacques the Anabaptist from drowning simply because that’s
how the world works, he then took agency in saving Pangloss and the Baron
from life-long servitude. The garden, then, serves as a realistic utopia where
its inhabitants remove the need for external abuse, such as the slave’s suffering
in exchange for sugar. The people recognize that this is not the best of all
possible worlds, but they do all that they can to make that dream a reality.
It functions as Candide’s answer to the superficiality of Pangloss” optimism
while staying as true as possible to the happiness of El Dorado; each person
finds fulfillment in their own purpose, undergoing their own struggles, but
taking them in stride to make life better for everybody.
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