
SAAN  AR C H I V E s

AUGUST  2020

CHRONICLING THE SOUTH ASIAN EXPERIENCE

VOLUME  1

SAAN  EXPRESSIVE  PRESENTS



AS  THE  CHILDREN  OF  IMMIGRANTS ,  WE  REPRESENT  A  FORK  IN

OUR  L INEAGE  DATING  BACK  HUNDREDS  OR  THOUSANDS  OF

YEARS .  WHEN  OUR  PARENTS  DECIDED  TO  SHIFT  THEIR  L IVES

TO  THE  WESTERN  HEMISPHERE ,  THEY  UPROOTED  DECADES  OF

FAMIL IARITY  AND  EONS  OF  INGRAINED  CUSTOMS  THAT  BARELY

CHANGED  THROUGHOUT  HISTORY .  AS  THEIR  CHILDREN ,  WE

REPRESENT  AN  EXPERIMENT  TO  SEE  I F  WE  CAN  FLOURISH  IN

THIS  NEW  PLACE  WHERE  THEY  PLANTED  THEIR  ROOTS .  WE

EMBODY  ALL  THAT  I S  KNOWN  AND  ALL  THAT  I S  FOREIGN .  WE

CARRY  THE  PAIN  AND  TRIUMPHS  OF  OUR  ANCESTORS  AS  WE

ARE  TASKED  WITH  CREATING  THIS  NEW  IDENTITY  OF  BEING

“SOUTH  ASIAN  AMERICAN ” .  

WE  CURRENTLY  RESIDE  AT  A  CROSSROADS .  

– SUBARNA BHATTACHARYA, NITHYA ARUN
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l e t t e r  f r o m  t h e  editors

As first generation South Asian Americans, we – the editors – have experienced
incredibly unique and sometimes challenging upbringings. Our lives are
characterized by the classic “too foreign for here, too foreign for home” mantra.
We lead double lives where we assimilate into American culture at school while
also speaking other languages, celebrating other festivals, and living by different
cultural rules at home. We’ve struggled with our identities and with understanding
our own multicultural backgrounds. And we’ve fallen in love with these melting
pot cultures again and again. 

When we were exploring this publication and deciding on what we wanted it to
be, we engaged in a lot of discussions with each other about our identities. As we
shared our stories with each other, we realized that simply having the space to
talk and share our experiences with each other brought us closer to unraveling
the puzzle of identity. 

In SAAN, dialogues like this are held sacred and form the basis of our mission to
spread awareness for issues salient to the South Asian community. At Expressive,
we wanted to take this a step further by bringing more voices to the conversation
and sharing the truths that we uncovered together with more people. 
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As passionate writers and readers ourselves, we chose to present these voices
through the written word, and we’re ecstatic to bring you the first edition of SAAN
Archives, a semesterly publication featuring South Asian writers and artists from
around the country.

Volume 1: Chronicling the South Asian Experience captures the voices of ten
authors and four artists who share with us their impactful stories about being
South Asian in America. Their pieces range from essays and articles to poetry and
art while speaking to themes like taboos in South Asian cultures, immigrant
parents, intergenerational trauma, coming of age and identity, and allyship in our
community. 

This publication marks the symbolic beginning of our journey with SAAN
Expressive. In the coming semesters, we hope to create more opportunities to
interact with social issues while allowing independent authors to share their
stories and thoughts. This effort is UM-SAAN’s avenue to foster a community of
expression through mediums like prose, poetry, reading, discussion and more. 

Our hope is that this publication kick-starts our efforts to create a space on
campus where members can contribute to on-going projects and participate in
events that tackle social justice issues through a literary lens.

A special thank you goes out to our writers for contributing to this pioneering
publication, to our artists – Anurima Kumar, Tina and Ambika Tripathi, and Naquia
Unwala – for working with us to create beautiful accompanying artwork, and to
SAAN Directors and all of SAAN Central Planning Team for providing us with the
support to launch this platform. 

And now, without any further ado, grab your chai, get cozy, and join us on this
first step in what we hope is a long and fulfilling journey. We hope you enjoy this
first volume of many in SAAN Archives! 

SINCERELY ,

HARIKA  KOLLURI  AND  RIYA  GUPTA

Riya & Harika
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If you’re a South Asian, there’s a pretty good chance you’ve heard this before,

most likely in response to anything outside the cultural norm. To translate, “What

will people say?” or “What will others think?”

Mind you, I’ve never been a rebel child growing up. My roti was always perfectly

round, I could mop the floors until they sparkled, I was always at the top of my

class, my hair was braided and lathered in oil, and I never forgot to touch my

elders’ feet for blessings. 

I forced a smile at family functions when my future marriage was being

discussed, refrained from hanging out too much with my male cousins, and

somehow always ended up with a baby on my lap by the end of the night,

because that, my friends, is what a proper, good Indian girl does.

"l o g  kya  k a h e n g e " -   A  t ox i c  m e n t a l i ty
WRITTEN  BY  K .P .  

ART  BY  NAQUIA  UNWALA ,  

( @NAU .ARTS )
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Entering college, a new chapter in my life, was exciting. It was freedom; a chance

to explore who I really was aside from the cultural expectations I had grown up

with. However, at the same time, it was a huge cultural shock and I found myself

struggling to fit in with other students.

Here, I was surrounded by carefree college students with fragmented memories

blurred by a couple drinks, cheap kisses, and a taste of independence I wasn’t

accustomed to.

Two months into my first semester, I had given up on the prospect of finding “my

people.” I felt like an outcast with my baggy t-shirts instead of short skirts, Cherry

Pepsi bottles instead of Bud Light cans, and dates with the library instead of boys.

AND THEN I MET HIM.

He was a loud and confident extrovert. Every girl wanted him and you could tell

every guy yearned to be him. He was charismatic, funny, and made you feel

included. His warm smile was trusting and I felt the sense of belonging I had so

desperately been searching for.

I was quickly immersed into his friend group in the months to follow, a group of

boys I had grown to call my best friends. We'd study for finals, watch movies, go to

the dining hall, and even attend campus events together. He introduced me to a

different world and I remember thinking to myself: This is what it must be like. 

To be wanted, special, and beautiful.

So, where did it go wrong? At what point on March 29th, 2019, did this new world

decide to betray me?

The one night. The one night I chose to try alcohol for the first time. The one night

I was blackout drunk in a room with people I considered my best friends. The one

night two of his good friends saw an opportunity. The one night he broke my

heart by letting them get away with it.

This story isn’t about them or about the physical pain I endured in the months to

follow after that night. This story is about May 25th, 2019, when I broke down in

front of my parents in our living room, my lips trembling with painful words: I was
raped.

This story is about their response: “Log kya kahenge?”
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I’d like to clarify: my parents are NOT bad people. They love and care for me and always

will. The “Log kya kahenge?” mentality has plagued the South Asian community for

generations. It’s a toxic mindset that’s about taking pride in one’s social reputation in the

community, and erasing anything that distorts that picture-perfect appearance.

That is exactly what I was told to do: It was my fault. I was drinking. I had spent time

with these boys. I had practically invited them to do this. Never mind that, no one can

ever know. 

My assault was mopped until my reputation sparkled and I was left with a never-ending

feeling of shame and guilt for something I never should’ve blamed myself for. Support

was traded for isolation, regret, and the conclusion that going to court would bring

shame to my perfect family.

This kind of mindset can be so destructive and the point of this story is to show just how

far it can go. I’m sure most of you are appalled by the reaction of my parents, but can

you honestly blame them?

Ask yourselves: can you honestly say that a rape wouldn’t be translated to slut-shaming

by our lovely South Asian gossiping aunties that freak out just over seeing an Indian girl

wearing a tank top? Can you truthfully tell me that there wouldn’t be assumptions about

me being an alcoholic? That I’m “impure”? That I’m “dirty”? Tell me, are there not going to

be whispers about how my parents raised me wrong and let my mind get

contaminated by boys and alcohol?

My healing journey is far from over, but I’m sure I’m not the only one in this community

that’s had a “Log kya kahenge?” moment. My life is not a screenplay I need to write an

act for, so that others respect me. Having to bottle up emotions and a traumatizing

experience for the sake of appeasing the community isn’t healthy nor what I stand for.

So, to the next person who claims that I’m an uncultured, damaged Indian who is

unworthy of marriage one day: I want you to think about how saying those things shuts

down voices in our South Asian community. I want you to think about how many

rapes/assaults go unsaid out of fear that reactions like yours will surface.

Perhaps my parents might look at this article and say, “Log kya kahenge?”

Perhaps some of you will be in disbelief and say, “I can’t believe she actually shared this.”

Perhaps a South Asian auntie who stumbled upon this is eager to discover my identity

and write “Damaged” in the About section of my Shaddhi.com profile.

But perhaps, this resonates with some of you because you shouldn’t care about “Log kya

kahenge.” I know I certainly don’t anymore. 
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t o n e  d e a f

WRITTEN  BY  NIM

ART  BY  ANURIMA  KUMAR

The following is a statement by Nim on the South-Asian response to the Black Lives

Matter movement.

     Hard work alone can triumph over racist barriers and lead one to limitless
success – or at least, that is what the "model minority" myth falsely propagates.

This myth is merely a tool for White Americans, being covertly used to de-

emphasize the adverse impacts of racism. The real intention of the myth is to

distort public perception until we begin to believe that the struggles our Black

brothers and sisters face are due to a lack of hard work and family values, rather

than the systemic racism they face from the moment they are born.
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And despite multitudes debunking the "model minority" concept, the Indian-

American community has openly embraced it as a solemn truth. As a second-

generation Indian-American, I have come across many first-generation members

of the community who unequivocally believe they are the "model minority." Their

belief has made them not only hold false pride for strict family traditions, but

also proclaim that they hold the "moral high ground." 

This utter blind faith in the "model minority" has made many in my community

tone-deaf, especially towards racial issues. With the nation engulfed in a

dialogue about police brutality, swarms of people have joined in solidarity to

stand up for Black lives. But us? Instead of being allies to the community that

propelled the very same civil rights that we as Indian-Americans relish, multiple

first-generation Indian-Americans justify the inhumane actions of cops by citing

shortcomings in the Black community. 

Many people in my community utilize this type of short-sighted data to enforce

anti-black stereotypes. I know some to have even gone so far as to say that if

immigrants like themselves were able to prosper, then there is no excuse for the

Black community not to do the same. For whatever reason, these members of

my community are unable to comprehend that there is a huge difference

between our people willingly migrating to the States to work toward and attain

a better life and a group of people whose ancestors were not only dragged here

to be sold as property but who were also left to deal with the repercussions for

centuries to come. 

We have not been subjected to red-line laws or any other Jim crow relics. We

have not been persecuted for building any equity of any sort. Our temporary

privilege to not have faced such turmoil is nothing less than a transaction of our

expense to be used as a tool by Whites to shame Blacks. 

To the second-generation Indian-Americans reading this, we must decimate the

first-generation anti-black precedent imprinted upon us and become better

allies. The Black community’s struggles are our conjoined struggles.
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PHASE

$ 150 ,000 .00GRAND TOTAL

h o m e

ART  AND  POEM  BY  MAITHELEE  SATHE

The scent of the airport is strong,

Yet more comforting, than pungent.

Spice laced with woodsmoke, rain, and sweat

Remind me of her cooking in the cramped kitchen,

Hard at work kneading dough in spite of her aged hands and aching joints.

“Flight to Detroit,” the attendant calls

And I push back the memory and rise,

Ready to be one step closer to home.

But rather than the usual image of brick and mortar,

I see her dusty kitchen,

A disarray of pots and pans.

I see her look at me through her thick glasses

Give me a toothless smile

And hand me a plate of buttered bread,

Coupled with a steaming cup of cardamom chai.

I dab the sweat on my forehead with the sari she gave me:

Pink cotton, lined with gold flowers,

Worn from when she used to wear it.

I pray that when I come back,

It won’t be replaced with white.
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n ow  i  k n ow  my  a b c (d ) 's
WRITTEN  BY  T INA  TRIPATHI

BEING AN ABCD IS… INTERESTING. 

I often find myself becoming envious as I go through social media, seeing other

first generation Indian-Americans so seamlessly incorporating our shared culture

in their everyday lives when I have struggled with my own identity for my entire

life. 

During my early childhood – kindergarten, to be specific – I went to a very Indian-

heavy school. There I was comfortable, loud, and even popular. I felt like I fit in.

However, after a year, I switched from private to public school and with that,

everything changed. 

I remember entering my new school’s classroom and instantly feeling othered.

No one in that classroom of 30 kids looked like me and curious eyes followed my

every move. For the next five to six years, I grew increasingly aware of my

differences to the Ashleys, Amandas, and Emilys surrounding me. 

ART  BY  T INA  TRIPATHI  &  AMBIKA  TRIPATHI

1 1



I remember telling my mom that I wish I wasn’t tan and imagining how much

prettier I would be if I had pale skin and lighter hair. I remember feeling stark

embarrassment when criticizing eyes met my roti roll ups at lunchtime and

begging my mom to stop giving me them so I wouldn’t be considered weird or

different. I grew quieter, succumbing to the power of the majority and what I

thought would be accepted in order to fit in.

Looking back on it now, I think that was the start of losing my connection with

my culture. I wasn’t interested in sharing my heritage, the films we watched at

home, or the dances I learned after school. I was adamant about appearing as

American as possible- keeping part of my identity a secret and hoping no one

could see it, and if they did, that they could look past it.

After six years assimilating to the culture of the Avondale School District, the

worst possible thing that could have happened happened. My parents decided

to move us from Rochester Hills to Troy. Although our new house was only a

short ten minute drive away, the two cities might as well have been thousands of

miles apart. Naturally, I was extremely upset. I had spent years figuring out how

to fit in at my school and having to do that all over again seemed exhausting. I

imagine that before my first day of seventh grade, I mentally prepared myself for

the worst – being ostracized, stared at, and criticized for every wrong move, like I

had been for so many years. I was ready to be the new kid again – the different

kid again.

My first memory of Smith Middle School is thinking, “Wow, there are so many

Asians here” and the shock that it was to my system.
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"ROTI  ROLLUPS "

ART  BY  T INA  TRIPATHI
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People were openly throwing out the words “Asians” and “Indians”, and no one

batted an eye. Needless to say, I was shell-shocked. I had spent the better part of

five years trying to extinguish my Indian identity while here clearly others had

been embracing it and openly talking about it. 

Once at lunch, a girl took out her rice and I waited for looks of disdain and

questions like “what is that” to start pouring out but I was met with discussions

about how math was that morning and how band chairs would be assigned. It

was as if people didn’t… care.

My new friends took pride in speaking their mother tongue while I struggled,

barely even being able to string two sentences of Hindi together. They gushed

about the latest Bollywood movies and got our non- Indian friends into watching

them, so we could talk about them later on. It was weird seeing them talk about

things that I had strictly classified as “at home only” topics. And while yes, I

started bringing Indian food back to school and watching more desi films, I still

felt slightly disconnected from them – like a puzzle piece that doesn’t quite fit

into the bigger picture.

Toggling the line of being American and Indian is difficult because you never

really know where you belong. There are people who are completely

disconnected from their culture, those who are completely in-tune with it, and

then there are people like me, who sometimes feel like an imposter in a group of

other first-generation Indians because they’re not American or Indian enough. I

find myself wishing I was “more Indian” all the time. I’m in awe of my friends who

can speak their mother tongue with no problem and find myself wishing I was

still into watching Bollywood movies when they discuss the ones that came out

post-2011. 

I find myself having internal battles about how it could be that I feel the most

confident and content when dancing to the beat of the dhol, the most beautiful

in lehengas, and the most comfortable drinking chai, while I consciously wanted

to be white during my younger years. How I allowed the distance between me

and my culture to grow to the point where I feel weird joining south asian

organizations for the fear of imposter syndrome, but I constantly wish that I was

more involved with my community. 

It’s hard having to navigate your identity as a minority wanting to fit in but also

being proud of where your family is from. If there’s anything I’ve learned

throughout my 15 or so years of figuring out who I am, it’s that there’s no right

way of being an ABCD. We’re all American- born. We’re all confused. And we’re

all Desi.
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O n  my  p****d
WRITTEN  BY  SHARANYA  SUBRAMANIAM

The first day our youth is shed,

our Mothers call every Woman in our life to inform them of

celebration… coming of age… a fresh start.

So why after this day, must this truth become something for us to mask?

For bringing pure biology into Man’s auspicious events is suddenly

taboo… dirty… a dark omen.

We lie, hide, and shame ourselves.

And yet,

when the time comes, they will pray for us to have children

birthed  in  our  scorned  blood .

ART  BY  AMBIKA  TRIPATHI

WATCH PERIOD. END OF SENTENCE ON NETFLIX TODAY TO LEARN MORE



“Hey ,  say  ‘293 ’ , ”  one  of  my  classmates  said  to  me .  

I  was  a  l i tt le  confused ,  but  complied  and  was  quickly  met  with

laughter .  I  brushed  i t  off  relatively  quickly  and  went  about  my  day ,  but

the  same  thing  happened  again  later .  I  f inally  realized  that  they  were

laughing  at  the  way  I  said  “3 ” ,  one  part  of  my  Indian  accent  that

apparently  had  not  faded .  Despite  being  born  and  raised  in  Michigan ,

the  two  years  I  l ived  in  India  had  a  lasting  impact .  After  that

experience ,  I  preferred  holding  up  three  f ingers .  

A  few  years  down  the  l ine ,  we  were  visit ing  India  and  had  travelled

outside  our  home  state ,  leaving  English  as  the  main  language  of

communication  for  me .  A  man ,  after  hearing  me  speak ,  asked  where  I

was  from .  I  responded  with  my  hometown  in  India ,  an  answer  he  clearly

did  not  believe .  After  a  moment  of  si lence ,  I  decided  to  add  that  I

actually  l ived  in  America .  “Yeah ,  I  can  tel l , ”  said  the  stranger .  I  almost

considered  faking  an  Indian  accent  after  that .  Despite  being  born  to

Indian  parents ,  I  was  too  “westernized ”  to  be  considered  truly  Indian .
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t h e  p l a c e  we  c a l l  h o m e
WRITTEN  BY  V .D .

"So here  you are ,
Too fore ign for here ,
Too fore ign for home ,

Never enough for both"

I J E O M A  U M E B I N Y O U
" D I A S P O R A  B L U E S "



I  sti l l  do  not  know  what  the  correct  response  is  to  “where  are  you  from?”  or

what  to  call  my  home .  I  have  never  identif ied  myself  as  truly  either  Indian

or  American .  One  of  the  boys  who  laughed  at  me  in  fourth  grade  was

himself  Indian ,  making  me  feel  too  Indian  for  even  the  Indian  kids .  On  the

other  hand ,  my  default  language  is  English ,  I  mostly  enjoy  western  media ,

and  have  grown  up  with  American  customs .  My  experience  growing  up  was

vastly  different  than  my  parents ,  and  the  attitudes  I  had  that  were  shaped

at  home  were  not  the  same  as  the  ones  I  saw  in  school .

These  experiences ,  along  with  others ,  affected  the  way  I  develop

relationships  with  people .  I  have  always  had  trouble  forming  deeper

connections  with  peers  of  different  backgrounds  than  me ,  and  the  few

close  fr iends  I  had  were  also  Indian-American .  Once  I  got  to  college ,  I  tr ied

to  f ind  my  place  and  f inally  feel  l ike  I  was  part  of  a  large  close-knit  group ,

but  i t  was  harder  than  I  thought .  I  found  myself  awkwardly  on  the  outside

of  conversations  about  songs  I  had  not  heard ,  actors  I  did  not  recognize ,

and  even  experiences  I  did  not  relate  to .

Growing  up  in  a  more  traditional  and  quiet  household ,  I  do  not  enjoy  being

in  loud  places  or  large  crowds ,  while  most  people  around  me  seem  to .  At

times ,  I  felt  l ike  something  was  wrong  with  me  because  I  preferred  to  avoid

most  “normal  college ”  experiences  that  everyone  else  looked  forward  to .

Even  though  I  joined  groups  with  people  that  looked  l ike  me  and  had  some

similarit ies ,  I  never  felt  a  connection .  I  have  had  fun  at  some  parties ,  but

my  fondest  memories  are  those  with  two  close  fr iends  and  no  f i lter .  

It  would  be  nice  to  feel  l ike  I  am  part  of  a  large  group ,  but  I  have  come  to

realize  that  i t  is  not  my  niche .  There  are  only  a  few  people  I  am  truly  free

around ,  but  I  have  realized  that  i t  is  enough  for  me .  I  no  longer  felt  the

need  to  continuously  put  effort  into  f itt ing  into  a  group  that  I  never  truly

felt  accepted  in .  Finding  my  place  meant  I  did  not  always  feel  l ike  I  had  to

explain  myself ,  I  could  say  exactly  what  was  on  my  mind  with  no  fear  of

judgement ,  and  the  values  and  beliefs  I  had  were  shared  by  those  around

me .

It  was  naive  of  me  to  believe  that  making  fr iends  would  be  easy  simply

because  I  joined  a  group  with  people  of  the  same  ethnicity .  Asians  are

oftentimes  grouped  into  one  category  by  society ,  but  coming  from  the

same  place  does  not  make  us  all  the  same .  While  the  fr iends  I  have  are  also

Indian ,  we  did  not  connect  solely  based  on  that ;  we  connected  because  of

shared  ideals  that  were  shaped  by  our  experiences .  Every  brown  person  has

a  different  story ,  and  this  is  a  small  part  of  mine .  Many  people  I  know  grew

up  in  very  different  environments  and  connect  with  others  in  different

ways .  The  place  you  call  home  will  not  look  the  same  for  everyone ,  but  i t

wil l  be  with  the  people  who  you  can  be  yourself  around .
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C o l o r i s m :  s e e k i n g  f a i r n e s s  i n

S o u t h  As i a n  c o m m u n i t i e s
WRITTEN  BY  PRISHA  GROVER

ART  BY  MOHUYA ,

( @LABYRINTHAVE )

When  I  was  l i tt le ,  

I  never  understood  why  my  mom  used  to  bathe  me  with  warm

milk  and  honey .  Or  why  her  fr iends  (the  aunties )  would  often

remark  on  how  l ight  my  skin  is .  Or  why  Fair  and  Lovely  whitening

cream  was  always  in  high  demand  at  the  Indian  grocery  store .  As

I  grew  older ,  my  fr iends  and  I  began  to  spend  more  t ime  outside

— joining  after  school  sports  clubs  and  biking  around  our

suburbs .  As  a  result ,  we  became  more  tan  and  more  and  more

aunties  would  comment  on  how  I  had  become  so  kala ,  which

means  dark .  It ’s  become  a  mark  of  beauty ,  especially  in  North

Indian  communities ,  to  be  l ight-skinned ,  meaning  that  becoming

darker  made  us  seem  less  attractive .
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Recently ,  Netfl ix  released  the  f irst  season  of  the  show  “Never

Have  I  Ever , ”  the  story  of  the  high  school  sophomore  Devi

Vishwakumar  who  must  navigate  her  l i fe  after  her  father  dies  and

seeks  to  rebrand  herself .  Despite  the  truth ,  Devi  is  not  marketed

as  attractive  or  charming .  Instead ,  she  is  made  to  seem  l ike  a

moderately  attractive  awkward  nerd  who  is  desperate  for

approval  from  a  boy  — putting  effort  into  outfits  that  clearly  do

not  match  and  being  clumsy  in  almost  any  scene  where  she

seems  attractive .  In  contrast  to  her  characterization ,  her  cousin ,

Kamala ,  is  fair  and  has  glowing  l ight  skin ,  and  is  always  depicted

to  be  naturally  beautiful  and  talented ,  having  men  fal l  all  over

her  for  her  beauty .  

This  show ,  while  an  extremely  beautiful  str ide  in  representation

in  media  for  young  Southeast  Asian  Americans ,  easily  plays  into

this  age-old  notion  that  l ight  skin  tends  to  equate  to  beauty .  This

is  not  a  new  practice  — when  famous  Bollywood  Actresses

became  well  known  in  American  pop  cultures ,  such  as  Deepika

Padukone  and  Priyanka  Chopra ,  they  were  notably  made  to  look

lighter  with  their  makeup .  Even  in  Bollywood ,  actors  and

actresses  such  as  Kajol ,  Bipasha  Basu ,  and  Rekha  are  all  darker  in

person .  However ,  on  TV  and  in  movies ,  they  are  made  to  seem

much  l ighter  through  the  use  of  makeup .

The  origin  of  this  notion  associated  with  fair  skin  can  be  traced

back  to  Euro-centric  beauty  standards .  A  dissertation  written  by  a

University  of  Massachusetts-Boston  graduate  explains  these

standards  as  praising  “ fair  skin ,  long  straight  hair ,  thin  l ips ,  [and

a] small  nose , ”  comparing  people  to  the  most  prominent  physical

traits  of  a  white  woman .  

This  comparison  is  unfair ,  considering  that  these  traits  are  not

normal  for  so  many  different  ethnic  communities .  Several  Indian

women  are  blessed  with  r ich ,  dark  skin ,  but  are  constantly

rejected  by  the  Indian  public ,  modeling  agencies ,  and  Bollywood

casting  groups .  Rising  models  l ike  Nidhi  Sunil ,  Rikee  Chatterjee

and  Renee  Kujjur  are  considered  to  have  darker  skin  than  most

Southeastern  Asian  celebrit ies ,  and  are  just  as  beautiful ,  but  have

faced  endless  comments  on  the  pigment  of  their  skin  and  how

they  should  use  makeup  to  f it  the  brown  beauty  standard .
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This  notion  is  harmful  in  several  ways  — the  two  most  prominent

effects  being  the  psyche  of  these  women  and  the  physical

ramifications  of  skin  l ightening  products .  This  common

association  of  l ight  skin  with  beauty  and  the  underrepresentation

of  naturally  dark  skin  in  the  media  can  lead  to  self-confidence

issues  for  anyone  with  skin  darker  than  the  average  celebrity  or

model .  Though  their  skin  color  has  nothing  to  do  with  their  inner

or  outer  beauty ,  this  constant  cultural  mindset ,  especially

perpetuated  by  older  generations  berating  their  children ,  can  be

exhausting  for  anyone  to  deal  with .  

To  constantly  be  told  that  your  skin  color  makes  you  less

beautiful  is  a  result  of  decades  of  colorism  and  is  a  notion  that

must  be  reversed .  Additionally ,  skin  l ightening  products  can  be

very  harmful  to  the  skin  you  are  applying  i t  to :  strong  fairness

creams  l ike  Fair  and  Lovely  contain  chemicals  intended  to  bleach

the  skin ,  l ike  hydroquinone ,  and  steroids  that  should  only  be

used  at  a  dermatologist ’s  discretion .  These  unfortunate  chemicals

can  lead  to  disf igurations  of  the  skin  and  i ts  color ,  an  increase  in

acne ,  skin  sensit ivity ,  allergies  and  can  even  lead  the  skin  to  be

darker  than  before .  

To  future  generations ,  please  never  forget ,  no  matter  what  an

auntie  tel ls  you  or  what  you  see  in  the  media ,  your  skin  tone  has

nothing  to  do  with  your  inner  or  outer  beauty .  Everyone  is

beautiful  in  their  own  ways  and  no  one  can  tel l  you  otherwise .

You  do  not  need  to  use  l ightening  face  masks  or  wash  yourself

with  honey  and  warm  milk  to  become  fair  — your  skin  is  a  mark  of

ethnicity  and  of  your  beauty  — wear  i t  proudly .
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t h e  t e r r i f i c  t o r m e n t  o f  two
WRITTEN  BY  YASHASVINI  NANNAPURAJU

ART  BY  T INA  TRIPATHI

Forward: I have written extensively about how my Indian and American identities have shaped

who I am as a person today. Those influences are largely positive. However, there are moments

when walking the line between these two worlds is unduly painful and especially difficult. This is

one of those moments. The most important idea I am trying to communicate is the nostalgia

children of immigrants can feel for a home or family member they just barely know. That

nostalgia is accompanied by this feeling of not being able to fully belong in America. To that end,

the poem flashes back between my life in the United States and a singular memory with my

grandmother. It was inspired by the passing of my grandmother almost 10 years ago. 
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Exhale
As my breath flowed out of my lungs, I could tell it was lighter than the humid air that

enveloped me 

The effect? 

A surreal feeling-as I was floating a few inches above the ground

I look down and watched my toes dig into the earth beneath me

The sand easily gave way as my feet sunk in further, providing no explanation for the lightness I

felt from under my collarbones 

But my ignorance was bliss 

I raised my face and smiled-welcoming the sun’s warmth

Its rays tugging at the edges of my lips endearingly-like the hands of a small child

Gently coaxing a wider smile

I surrendered, beaming back with an equally radiant euphoria and peace

From the distance, a voice calls my name 

An elderly woman carrying a straw basket full of fresh methi leaves

From under her soft blue dupatta, her warm eyes beckon me forward

Inhale 
The air is room temperature but still manages to send shivers down my spine

Complying, I focus on putting one foot in front of the other to get to the front of the room

Meanwhile, my stomach does somersaults

I fix my gaze on the bright fluorescent lights overhead 

As my teacher stumbles through my first and last name

Coffee stained teeth framed by garishly pink-painted lips send me back to my seat

As soon as I sit down, a crumpled piece of paper is tossed to my side of the desk

I reach for it without hesitation

An innocent inquiry about the intricate henna decorating my palms…

I swelled with pride, grateful for the curiosity

My questions about the origin of the note are answered by an eruption of muffled laughter from

a nearby table

One girl with chestnut curls catches my eye and snears, 

“Why would you scribble on your hands with marker like that” 

And a flood crashes through me

All at once, that note carried an invitation to belong and a subtle reminder of my current

isolation

I am an outsider

A disapproving hush brings everyone's rapt attention to the front of the room

But before long, the words on the board blur out of focus

And I’m watching perfectly mechanical manicured hands move like clockwork

Inhale
In the air is a distinct hint of jasmine and the methi leaves I was holding

Her fingers danced

As they quickly threaded through the bunches of leaves

Easily pulling them from their stems



I am mesmerized by the beauty in the simplicity

Her nails are bare and the skin on her hands is adorned by a myriad of wrinkles

Her hands painted wisdom with each movement-free from the bounds of time

Simple yet elegant

One hand reaches towards mine and lifts up my chin adoringly

Her eyes look into mine for answers

But I didn’t know how to put into words that

For a moment I feel so absolutely secure- like I’m sitting beside a wise willow tree

Tall enough to shade me from the sun and strong enough to protect me from any storm

I turn my head towards the sky again

Suddenly, the sun is nowhere to be seen

And clouds litter the horizon

Exhale
I watch my breath form a plume of water vapor in front of me

The dark clouds send down flurries in a torrent

We rush inside, letting the screen door slam behind us

Nothing is out of the ordinary:

A blaring TV, the smell of spices from the kitchen, the laundry machine whirring away

But, something was wrong

As if to confirm my suspicions,

The rice on the stove boils over

A mistake my ever so attentive mother wouldn’t dream of committing

My feet guide me to the living room

My backpack still resting on my shoulders

They wear poker faces but the anguish in their eyes is deafening

And

I am running

I run until there’s no more land and icy water laps at my feet

My breathing is heavy

Exhale
Inhale
Exhale
Inhale

But my feet stay grounded

And the old woman in my memories

The woman I was just beginning to know

Is lost in time and some 8082 miles

22
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i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l  t r a u m a

t h r o u g h  a  f e m i n i s t  l e n s
WRITTEN  BY  SUBARNA  BHATTACHARYA  &  NITHYA  ARUN

ART  BY  

ANURIMA  KUMAR

We  currently  reside  at  a  crossroads .  As  the  children  of  immigrants ,

we  represent  a  fork  in  our  l ineage  dating  back  hundreds  or

thousands  of  years .  When  our  parents  decided  to  shift  their  l ives  to

the  Western  hemisphere ,  they  uprooted  decades  of  famil iarity  and

eons  of  ingrained  customs  that  barely  changed  throughout  history .

As  their  children ,  we  represent  an  experiment  to  see  i f  we  can

flourish  in  this  new  place  where  they  planted  their  roots .  We

embody  all  that  is  known  and  all  that  is  foreign .  We  carry  the  pain

and  tr iumphs  of  our  ancestors  as  we  are  tasked  with  creating  this

new  identity  of  being  “South  Asian  American ” .

A  diasporic  l i festyle  is  a  pipeline .  Our  parents  carried  over  the

practices  they  grew  up  with  when  they  came  to  North  America ,

and  they  attempt  to  insti l l  these  same  values  in  us  so  that  we  carry

on  our  famil ies ’  legacies  halfway  across  the  world .
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*This is not to erase the trauma that South Asian men have had to endure, especially those belonging to the LGBTQIA+
community, who have suffered immensely under this patriarchal society.

Our  mothers  often  serve  as  the  primary  catalysts  for  this  transfer  of

lessons  and  experiences .  Along  with  this  cultural  inheritance ,  there

is  another  major  transfer  we  obtain  from  our  mothers--  one  that

quite  l i teral ly  makes  us  who  we  are :  the  transfer  of  51% of  our  DNA .

We  may  inherit  our  mother ’s  kind ,  almond-shaped  eyes ,  her  bright

smile ,  and  maybe  even  some  of  her  mannerisms .  

But  we  also  inherit  her  stress  and ,  in  some  cases ,  her  trauma .  While

it  is  true  that  we  can  inherit  trauma  from  either  parent ,  the

manifestations  of  the  patriarchy  are  an  additional  stressor  on

South  Asian  women ,  so  we  wanted  to  focus  on  how  systemic

sexism  plays  a  role  in  intergenerational  trauma ,  especially  since  we

are  f irst  generation  South  Asian  American  females  ourselves * .

Numerous  studies  point  to  the  idea  that  we  epigenetically  inherit

the  experiences  of  our  foremothers .  One  of  the  f irst  studies  that

proved  the  existence  of  epigenetics  was  after  World  War  Two .

Researchers  studied  the  psychological  wellbeing  of  children  whose

parents  were  Holocaust  survivors ,  f inding  that  these  children

reported  experiencing  “anxiety ,  traumatic  nightmares ,  dysphoria ,

and  guilt ”  among  many  other  behavioral  disturbances .  

Most  of  the  studies  done  on  intergenerational  trauma  have

concluded  that  stress  and  trauma  can  be  passed  down  from

generation  to  generation ,  and  that  we  are  predisposed  to  several

pathophysiological  conditions  due  to  the  methylation  of  bases  in

our  DNA .  This  dictates  our  appraisal  of  l ived  events  as  well  as  our

susceptibil ity  to  mental  health  conditions .

Studies  on  epigenetics  are  important  for  many  populations :

Holocaust  survivors ,  Black  Americans ,  refugees ,  survivors  of  sexual

assault ,  and  more .  They  are  also  important  for  f irst  generation

South  Asian  Americans .  The  existence  of  the  patriarchy  in  South

Asian  cultures  is  indisputable .  Although  the  new  generations  of

South  Asians  have  chipped  away  at  this  system  that  actively

suppresses  women ,  i t  sti l l  stands  tal l .  



25

Furthermore ,  the  implications  of  the  patriarchy  in  the  past  l ive  in

us  today  through  our  genetic  code .  Our  women  bore  the  stress  of

raising  their  children  and  keeping  their  husbands  satisf ied .  They

bore  the  abuse  and  disrespect  when  they  dared  to  do  something

without  approval  from  their  male  counterparts .  They  bore  the

trauma  of  Partit ion  which  took  the  l ives  of  so  many  loved  ones .

More  recently ,  our  mothers  bore  the  weight  of  the  world  as  they

moved  across  oceans  to  a  place  unknown ,  expected  to  learn  the

ways  of  this  land  all  while  raising  their  children .

These  experiences  of  our  foremothers  l ive  through  us  today .  As  f irst

generation  South  Asian  Americans ,  we  are  tasked  with  resolving

the  tension  of  f iguring  out  whether  to  assimilate  to  Western

Culture  or  wear  our  South  Asian  identit ies  on  our  sleeve  (at  the  r isk

of  being  bull ied  by  unknowing  classmates ) .  

We  are  tasked  with  being  the  model  child  so  we  do  not  disappoint

our  parents  when  they  have  sacrif iced  so  much  for  us .  Along  with

this ,  we  have  to  deal  with  the  weight  of  the  stress  they  carry .

The  generational  divide  between  ourselves  and  our  mothers  is

often  diff icult  to  grapple  with .  We  all  have  those  frustrating

conversations  with  our  elders  when  explaining  our  experiences  to

them ,  as  their  own  l ives  have  given  them  vastly  different

perspectives .  This  gap ,  widened  by  being  raised  in  a  foreign  land ,

often  leaves  us  feeling  alone  and  misunderstood .  

How  can  we  understand  each  other  when  we ’ l l  never  have  to  face

the  experiences  of  our  parents? 

We  are  often  under  the  impression  that  we  don ’t  deserve  to  feel

pain  because  our  parents  went  through  much  worse .  They  worked

hard  to  get  us  where  we  are ,  so  how  dare  we  talk  about  our

struggles? But  at  the  end  of  the  day ,  we  must  remember  that  all

pain  is  valid  and  should  address  them  as  such  in  order  to  prevent

additional  chronic  struggles  from  being  passed  down  to  our

offspring .
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We  need  to  accept  that  we  carry  the  remnants  of  experiences  from

decades  ago  in  our  blood  because  the  bottom  l ine  is  that  this

makes  our  famil ies  more  connected  than  ever .  The  experiences  of

our  ancestors  have  made  us  who  we  are  today ,  for  better  or  for

worse .  As  a  community  of  people  who  feel  the  tension  of  being

“South  Asian  American ” ,  i t  is  imperative  that  we  take  control  of  our

identity ,  and  consciously  take  steps  to  ameliorate  this  discord .

It  can  be  emotionally  laboring  to  hear  about  stories  of  trauma  that

have  affected  your  family .  It ’s  diff icult  to  put  ourselves  in  others ’

shoes ,  so  we  need  to  know  when  and  how  to  set  boundaries ,

because  taking  care  of  our  mental  health  is  of  the  utmost

importance .  Coming  to  terms  with  the  truth  of  our

intergenerational  trauma  is  the  f irst  step  to  ensuring  that  we

ourselves  do  not  pass  i t  on  to  our  own  offspring .  The  more  we

validate  these  feelings  and  work  to  cope  with  them ,  the  better  we

will  be  at  preventing  the  further  perpetuation  of  this  generational

trauma .
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i m m i g r a n t  p a r e n t s :  a n

u n s p o k e n  l o v e  l a n g u a g e
WRITTEN  BY  AAKASH  RAY

ART  BY  

ANURIMA  KUMAR

My mother called me to her room late at night. The house was eerily quiet as it

was every night, my father already fast asleep downstairs and the rest of the

house void of sound except for the dripping of a leaky faucet. I sighed as I

climbed down from my bed and shuffled towards her room, predicting that the

subsequent conversation would be of little significance. I knew she noticed I was

upset earlier today and would ask if anything happened, and I would of course

deflect and tell her everything was okay. It was difficult for me to express my

concerns with either of my parents, as it often resulted in me explaining my

worries with little applicable, almost surface level feedback. Perhaps it was the

language barrier. While we both speak our mother tongue, Bangla, my thoughts

and ideas were always expressed better in English. This was how it had always

been. 

Yet, tonight seemed a little different. I sat down on her bed, and my mother

didn’t say a word. Time seemed to stand still for a moment. Mother and son just

waiting for one another to speak. 



Impatiently I asked, “What?”

My mother just shook her head and said, “Nothing,” in Bangla.

For a few more seconds, I sat down and then slowly, as if there was a

gravitational force pulling me towards her, I rested my head next to her. I felt a

weight off my shoulders retract and my muscles began to relax as I let my body

go. I felt my mother’s hand on my head, small but strong. My ever present

headache gradually receded as she massaged my head, and I felt a small bit of

relief after a long day. No more words were spoken that night.

And so, this slowly became a part of my interaction with my mother. Rather than

speaking about what happened throughout the day, good or bad, we would sit

in silence together, her often watching a movie on Netflix, and I scrolling on my

phone. Some days I would watch a movie by her side and other days we would

both read next to each other. This became our time together.

It’s commonly known that there are five main “love languages,” five ways to

express and experience love: words of affirmation, quality time, receiving gifts,

acts of service and physical touch, as described by Gary Chapman in his book

The Five Love Languages. Quality time refers to time set aside for paying full and

undivided attention to a person or matter at hand. While I can make a case that

my interactions with my mother are quality time or physical touch, I believe that

there is an unspoken love language that many parents utilize. One where our

worlds are different but unwavering faith and support are never absent.

Often at the dinner tables of my Caucasian friends, I would see their parents light

up about the stories they told from their college days. They spoke endlessly

about “how it was back in the day,” and my friends would spoon it up with the

rest of their meal with the utter satisfaction of truly getting to know their parents

even more. It all came full circle for them as they now find themselves in the

same position their parents were in 25 years ago. In my case, it’s different. My

parents don’t go into the details of their teenage years. It’s sometimes frustrating

since I feel my relationship with my parents will never be as strong because the

lives they led back home are too foreign for me to ever connect with. As I grew

older, I realized my parents showed their love and enthusiasm in other ways,

especially my mother. 
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It’s when she drops me off on campus and doesn’t call for a few days, trusting

my judgement is rational and unfaltered. It’s when she supports me through

career changes, believing her son’s capabilities will manifest in whatever path he

seeks. And it’s when she spends time with her son without speaking a word,

finding strength in the uncertainty of the future. It is these moments when the

role of guardian shifts to the role of observer when I find unconditional love from

my parents and feel empowered to live my life as a true adult.

Although not so evident, the feeling of faith endowed upon another can be one

of the most heartfelt yet subtle ways of expressing love. In my mother’s silence, I

gain reassurance, a feeling that she believes I am making the best decisions

independently of her questioning. She need not ask me about every detail of my

life at college or my career decisions — she has trust I can figure things out. It’s

her trust in her parenting which gives me the encouragement to test my

boundaries and find my own sources of love on campus and in other realms. My

mother’s love is her faith.

Love can be multifaceted — it can be loud, it can be physical,

it can be over-the-top. But, there’s another side. It’s not

handed to you. It’s not in your face. 

It’s unspoken.
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