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Editor’s Note
We are excited to present to you the Asian American Alliance’s annual Voices Literary and Art Magazine
with you. This year, our theme is “Mirror Mirror, Here I Stand,” a concept of reflection and solidarity
within a community.
Voices not only showcases the talented array of both writing and artwork that members of the Tufts
community produce, but also asks our contributors and readers to dig beneath the surface. This year, we
ask that you be honest with yourself and the intricacies of your own identity.
For this year’s issue, we asked the Tufts community to openly reflect upon their own identities and
to express their frustrations or struggles with coming to terms with who they are. We wanted to allow students to be conscientious of how they are reflected in society and to understand that while the
world portrays a one-dimensional view of our identities, there are whole communities of people who
are similarly coming to terms with both who they are and how they are seen by others. We want people
to know that they are never alone-- that we are all standing here facing our own mirrors and distorted
reflections. We share in your experiences with identity, the invalidation of your identity, and in the inherent struggle with pride in our cultural heritage.
We are honored to have worked with Professor Grace Talusan and Professor Ikumi Kaminishi, who chose
the first place winners in writing and artwork submissions.
This year’s issue is organized as an exploration of identity, beginning with personal connections to AsianAmerican history, to an awareness and acceptance of our identities, to a reaffirmation and celebration of
who we are, and finally to the recognition that our identity is an ongoing struggle that must be reevaluated and deconstructed for generations to come.
We hope that you will share in this transformational journey, and thank all those who shared their voices
with us.
Editors-in-chief
Sarah Zheng and Vanessa Zhang
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“This is my dad, the other pillar of my foundation. He's comfortable with taking selfies and knows who he is,
yet, he tells me, ‘Brenda, I know what I believe in, what I love, and how I want to live, yet every single day there
is an opportunity to be a better version of myself.’ I really admire that.”		
- Brenda Lee, Photography
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If Home is Where the Heart Is
Ashley Shen
I’m waiting.
The fluorescent lights in my room seem all too intense, like how 24-hour stores are brightly lit no
matter the time. But visitors are scarce and daylight
gone. Instead of waking me, the lights are disorienting overexposure, and I expect I’ll wake up to a dark
room soon.
Danielle Kong
Photography

History Maps
Kaitlin Pang

I am sitting with a boy when he traces the little scar
on my forehead. I am no stranger to maps. I know
that the geography of our faces are different. My eyes
too small, nose too flat, chest too tiny. It feels like my
body does not belong here.
Look closely at my skin under the light. Examine the
ghosts that still live here.
My skin marred with Chinese men bleeding under
the sun to build the Transcontinental Railroad, Angel
Island trying to open up her arms when no one else
did, Japanese being herded into camps like common
cattle, Jeep tires running over Vietnamese bodies or
head snapping back as the body trots forward, no justice for Vincent Chin who laid so still after two white
men beat him to death, the Rodney King Riots still
screaming out 4-2-9, mistaking al Qaeda terrorists
and Sikh Americans for the same, Chinatowns being
washed away.
"Model Minority" scripted onto the nape of my neck
and I can’t wash this ink off me.
These history maps stamped onto my skin.
Sometimes, this undeniable history haunts me.
Sometimes, I just want to skin the passive, the obedient, the “me love you long time” off me. This yellow
skin that holds my body together. I am the sum total
of everything that has and will happen to me. Even
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the things that didn’t happen.
I am learning and unlearning.
It’s the way in which we Asian Americans carry a deafening weight around with us, the unbearable pressure
just waiting for us to reach for the gun, reach for the
bottle of pills not meant for our bodies, reach for the
rope to wrap around our necks. The heavy weight of
this history just waiting for the rubber band to snap.
This country squeezes us into shapes and tragedies just
waiting to happen.
I have been objectified and commodified, strung up
like a necklace for white men to wear, something silent
and pretty to look at.
I want our minds to be freed.
I want our bodies to be liberated.
Until this skin filled with history maps and cries and
ghosts feels like home.
Until then.

There’s a jingle. It’s a misspelled text from my mother: “areived. open the door pls.” She’s standing under
the awning, talking on the phone to someone in
Shanghainese, someone who speaks with my grandma’s rasp, the kind of voice you associate with old
people, regardless of their actual words. Mom hasn’t
seen me in a month, but she waits to say her goodbyes on the phone.
We drive. Boston is beautiful, its traffic terrifying. My
mother’s driving the reason. We’re late, so there’s
the inevitable call: waigong, grandpa. My mother has
taken up meditation lately. She says it makes her so
much calmer, so much more easygoing...but her eyes
are still on her phone when I scream, “WATCH OUT!”
for the concrete barrier in front of us. She swerves,
still unflappable, but hands the phone to me.
We’re there. Waigong, with all of his impossibly
white hair is waiting for us with his unshaven face
and characteristically earnest smile, a smile I thought
dementia stole. In the elevator, mom points out
we’re the same height. He smiles again, but I can’t
help but notice how he stoops and shuffles slowly as
I walk behind him. Waigong has always been a giant
to me; when I picture him I feel like I’m two years old
and no matter how big I grow, I’ll always have to look
up to see him. But here I am, full grown but still tiny,
now seeing eye to eye with him. When people see
him walking about, do they see my giant or a wizened
Chinese man?
My grandparents’ tiny apartment is packed and
spacious. Items are stacked to the ceiling and bookshelves are overgrown with plants and figurines, but
still it seems like there’s more empty space than not.
Next to the wall, a single light illuminates a table

packed with dishes, lovingly separated into shucai
and huncai, vegetarian and meat dishes. The idea of
willingly abstaining from meat was at first bewildering to famine-era people like them, but waipo, grandma, separates those dishes for me with a simple and
characteristically zesty smile.
My eyes latch onto the doumiao, simply stir-fried
snow pea tips. Dining halls have stir-fry nights, with
too much sauce and nothing more Asian than bean
sprouts. My best friends and I have stir-Friday, with
all the colorful vegetables you can find at your average supermarket. There it is loud, English layered on
English drowning out English. But here, next to this
tiny table in a tiny apartment overlooking the Boston
skyline, there is doumiao, and my mind doesn’t register syllables and decibels anymore — only the soft
light and crowded table, feeling that now, I’ve woken
up.
Mom is done. She sinks onto the couch with the
mismatched pillows, the place where my sister and I
usually sit awkwardly on our phones until our parents
let us leave. This time, I hear her phone, chiming with
the sounds of an online card game she’d always play
with my aunt. “Playing with yima?” I ask. She laughs
and puts it away, realizing she’d turned into us, playing games to pass the time.
Waipo always insists on sending us off with food, with
clothes, with anything she’s prepared or picked up.
She and my mom have an arms race, Waipo always
insisting that my mom take more and mom insisting
that she has too much. “Nei chu!” Take it! “Viao!” I
don’t want it!
Words in Shanghainese often sound sharp and angry,
but it’s a familiar, familial kind of sharp and angry.
The kind of sharp and angry that happens when two
people fight over giving each other something.
I think in English. I don’t understand much in Shanghainese. But I don’t need to. It’s enough to feel it,
to watch, to breathe it in, to smile. Maybe it’s better
that I don’t know the words for melancholy, cancer,
crisis. It’s enough to know doumiao.
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My mother, Waigong, and I drive over to the chaoshi,
an Asian grocery store. Going to the chaoshi has
always been a special occasion. They’re twice as far
and half as expensive as other grocery stores, so we’d
always walk out with carts brimming with familiar
foods, many we couldn’t find elsewhere.
A woman stocks the shelves, singing quietly to herself. I just gave a presentation on immigrant workers
in school; I wonder if she makes minimum wage.
It’s late, and the lights are fluorescent. I wander.
I can’t read Chinese, but between product labels
that haven’t changed in ten years and literal English
translations, I manage to find what I’m looking for. In
the green — not blue — printed plastic pouch, there’s
nuomifen, rice flour. One package makes one casserole dish of tangniangao, sweet rice cakes. There are
bottles of sweet tea on high shelves, featuring Chinese pop stars. The radio plays an Avril Lavigne song
half a decade old, but that’s how old the Chinese pop

Wedding Story

music I know is, too.

Veronica Ota

I spy almond Pocky on a shelf, right at my level. It’s the
same Pocky yima sent back with us from Shanghai,
knowing we couldn’t find it here. We kept it high in
our kitchen cabinets, savoring it. It seems sacrilegious
to now be able to find it on a shelf for three dollars.
But I buy it anyway, and think of her.

[Editor’s note: This creative writing piece tells the story of a Japanese-American woman struggling with the past, even 60 years later.
The internment camp photos used throughout the story are courtesy of the author, who received them from her grandparents.]

Monday, March 22, 2004. 3:07AM. San Mateo, California. Noriko looked up from the bouquet in her clasped
hands and said, “I do.” Her eyes met the groom’s face with horror.
She awoke sharply, with a tiny jolt coursing through her muscles as she regained consciousness.

She’s smiling brilliantly, vividly. Her husband, yifu, is
behind her with a camera as they pick us up from the
airport. Her arms are wide open and she stoops and
we race, embracing her. She throws her head back in
laughter, her colored, salon-perfect curls bouncing
behind her. Her voice is clear, enunciated, rich. She is
Shanghai; she glitters and towers and shines.
Someone told me that memory is the rock of Sisyphus. But without memory, there is no history. My life is
between so many different places, but in this history, I
am home.

She could still see him, sixty-two years later
and yet there were times when she couldn’t get the
image out of her head. Now, she was willing herself to
relive it, walking up to the walnut casket, pausing for a
moment, before taking the final step that would bring
her beside the dead body of her first love. Instantly,
the familiar images flashed– the greyish flesh of his
closed eyelids, the hollow of his cheeks that had never
been there when he was alive, his lips, blue-grey,
the suit his parents buried him in, somber and loose
around his pulseless neck…
Noriko was disgusted with herself, and turned
on the light to get the image out of her head.
Saturday, December 5, 1942. 3:07PM. Manzanar, California. “Quick, better kiss me while you can,” Johnny
muttered while taking Noriko’s cheeks in his palms
and kissing as many parts of her face as he could.
They were in their meeting spot, behind the
farthest barrack in the 67 block. It wasn’t invisible to
passersby, but during the day people hardly ever came
by that part of camp.
Jess Wu
Photography
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Monday, March 22, 2004. 3:11AM. San Mateo,
California. Noriko sat at the kitchen table, sipping a

cup of decaf green tea. Even though it was decaf, she
didn’t think she’d be falling back asleep any time soon.
She looked down at her knobby knuckles, and noticed
a new cyst forming on her forefinger. Her heart hurt
thinking about her age. To be getting remarried at
seventy-eight just didn’t seem right to her, but George
was a sweet man who wanted a reason to celebrate
with family.
At this moment, however, Noriko’s reservations about the wedding were floating to the top of
her thoughts. She finished her cup of tea and put
it quietly in the sink. She considered heading back
to bed, but she walked over to George’s room first.
Slowly, she inched the door open. There he was, an
oxygen tank for his sleep apnea humming rhythmically while his big hill of a stomach lifted and fell as he
slept heavily. She tiptoed closer to the bed and slowly
kneeled onto the floor next to the bed. She put her
hand just close enough to his face to feel the warmth
of his skin transmit to her own cold fingers.
Saturday, December 5, 1942. 9:08PM. Manzanar,
California. Noriko waited in the spot. Johnny always
came over to say goodnight before curfew. He was
late.
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“Where were you?” Noriko asked.
“I’m sorry, my brother wants me to help him
start this newsletter. But I told him I had better things
to do,” he said, leaning in for a kiss.
Noriko didn’t kiss back.
“What’s wrong? I’m sorry I’m late.”
“No, it’s not that. It’s just, you’re turning eighteen soon and I know your brother’s going to want
you to volunteer.”
“My brother can’t make me do anything. If he
wants to go and get shot up in Italy, then so be it. I
would much rather stay here with you,” he said, slipping his hand around her waist.
“But you can’t! The draft...” This wasn’t the
first time they’d had this conversation.
Johnny pulled her into his embrace, and held
her head against his chest. She didn’t want to give in,
but she let herself be comforted by the pulsing of his
beating heart against her ear.

Tuesday, March 23, 2004. 9:05AM. San Mateo, California. “Good morning. I made some eggs and toast
if you’d like.”
“Sounds great, thanks,” Noriko said, reaching
for a plate from the cupboard.
“You look tired. Sleep okay?” George asked,
looking up from the morning newspaper.
“Some bad dreams, but I slept alright.”
“Oh, about camp?”
“Yeah,” Noriko lied.
Before George met Noriko, he didn’t even
know about the camps. He had grown up in North
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Carolina, and had only moved out to California a few
years before running into Noriko. Noriko wasn’t even
the one who told him. He found out the first time he
met Noriko’s son, Josh. Josh explained that his mother
didn’t talk about the camps much, and never talked
about them to his father, who had been a soldier in
the Pacific. George was always apprehensive when
the subject came up, but not any more so than she
was.
For a moment, the image of Johnny’s dead
body began to substantiate itself in her mind again.
This time it was him on the ground, blood blossoming
outward from his core, running and collecting dirt as it
spread out on the ground. His eyes were open to the
evening sky he no longer saw.
Noriko put her fork down. “I think I’m just nervous about the wedding.”
Sunday, December 6, 1942. 12 Noon. Manzanar, California. Noriko was on her way to the dining
hall. There were hundreds of people crowded around
the main office. Her grandmother immediately found
one of her friends along the outskirts of the crowd and
they spoke to one another in hushed Japanese. Noriko was preoccupied with looking for Johnny. Within
moments, he was winding his way through the crowd
to get to her.
“Noriko, you should get out of here. Things are
pretty bad.”
“What happened?”
“I’m not really sure, but they’re really getting
rowdy.”
“Yeah, I’ve never seen them like this before,”
Noriko said, her eyes outlining the massive crowd.
“Can we meet later?”
“I don’t know. My brother wants me to stay
close tonight.”
“Okay. I’ll still wait for you, just in case.”
“I love you, Noriko. I’ll try to come.”
“I love you too.”
Saturday, March 27, 2004. 2:00PM. San Mateo,
California. Noriko’s two daughters were making the
final touches to her hair with pins and hairspray. She
looked at them in the mirror. They were both in their
forties now, but Noriko could see the traces of the little girls she knew and loved so much. Her eyes moved
to look at her own reflection. She couldn’t believe
it was really her. She couldn’t picture herself as this
person. Why couldn’t this be fifty years ago, when she

jail. The car had just begun to tip over when the tear
gas went off. Noriko had been on the outskirts of the
crowd, but the smoke pervaded the entire area as
people ran in every direction. She covered her eyes
with her hands and fell to her knees. She shouted for
Johnny. Guns went off.

was young and excited, and fit into a skin-tight, floorlength gown, she thought to herself.
“Mom, come on,” Susan said, resting her hand
on Noriko’s shoulder. Noriko looked up and they
smiled at one another.
As they left the room, Noriko lingered behind,
watching them descend the stairs. It all seemed surreal to her. She was surrounded by her family, and
yet she didn’t feel as if she was there at all. She heard
the organist begin to play, and descended down the
staircase.
Sunday, December 6, 1942. 9:26PM Manzanar, California. Johnny didn’t come to meet her that night, so
she decided she would go find him. Noriko ran into
several young boys she and Johnny knew. No one
had seen him. She went to Johnny’s barrack, but it
was empty. His family was gone, along with the other
twelve families that lived in that bungalow. The police
were everywhere.
The entire camp was exploding with anger.
The sounds of the thousands of people crying out
merged into a chorus of agony. Groups were chanting
demands, women were sobbing. The florescent lights
shone down and reflected off the knives, tools, and
rocks people were holding above their heads.
The police stood in a silent row in front of
the jail, their shields covered in slime from thrown
fruits, and dirt. Noriko noticed a group of internees
that were rocking the police car parked next to the

Saturday, March 27, 2004. 2:06PM. San Mateo,
California.
Noriko and her son emerged from the back of
the church in slow steps, matching the music. Noriko
looked down the aisle and could barely make out the
shapes of people around her. She wasn’t wearing her
glasses. She focused on each step, attempting to look
as natural and graceful as possible.
She had made it a quarter of the way down the
aisle when things started to blur.
There was still shouting as people ran from
the gunshots. She tried to stand back up, but was
knocked over. Someone stepped on her arm. There
was a crunch and her arm felt like it was on fire. She
rocked with pain. The air was clearing of gas, but the
dust was everywhere, particles deflecting light. The
dust was rising in clouds. The dark mounds scattered
on the ground were crying out for help. Noriko forced
herself on to her knees and crawled towards the human forms coughing and crying around her.
She felt something tighten on her arm. It was
her son hugging her. She could now see the podium in
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front of her, and the reverend smiled at her from behind it.
She searched the faces as best she could. Her
eyes could only stay open for moments before stinging
uncontrollably. She kept crawling.

She recognized his clothing before she could
see his face. The blood was rolling towards her, a crimson river turning dirt to mud. She cradled her broken
arm to her chest, and lifted her body to kneel next to
him. She couldn’t touch him.

She took the next step, bringing her next to
George. The priest began speaking.

She didn’t know how, but the words were coming from her mouth before she knew she was saying
them. “I do.”

Walk the Line
Simona Gilman

How many wars does it take to create an identity?
Can you count them all?
Months of exile (just deportation?), the further east
the better.
How many villages needed to be destroyed, for the
creation of an identity?
There is an answer etched on museum walls.
Thousands of memorials for a people unwanted.

My name is only ‘Natasha’,
The history, the customs, the mannerisms
Are so complicated to explain.
I’m left with a language few want to hear,
Food no one wants to eat,
An outlook few can comprehend,
And a thin line between cultures which I will forever
walk.

That identity is mine now because oceans don’t wipe
away years.
A foundation for a joke of two million strong.
Research on the matter has yet to conclude who we
are.
Children of people who left with no passports but
determination.
No language, but an education.
No faith, but a strong religion.
Too stubborn to know their place,
Too determined to let it all go,
Holding on to the better memories,
Whispering drunkenly about the past.
Now, in this country, they say that we are all drunks,
That we are always angry,
We are all Communists,
We are all a product of evil.
Nuance is lost,
9

“Subtle Chaos”
Kathy Lu

Remembering that I’m Asian American
Julianna Ko

Remembering that I’m Asian American is like
remembering that I’m breathing. I’m not always aware
of it – it just happens. I inhale. I exhale. I am Asian
American.
Sometimes, when I am aware of it, it comes
as an intermittent thought. It flickers across my mind,
uncalled for, unbidden. When I’m bent over my desk,
for example, and the lamp casts intricate edges of light
and shadow across my computer screen, it whispers
amidst the jagged tap-tap-tap emanating from my keyboard. Or when I’m stumbling along Packard Avenue
at three in the morning, laughing with beer bottle in
hand, I think of it briefly – a flash, a shimmer, a gasp.
We talk about it, too. I remember last spring, we were
standing outside Cohen waiting for the doors to open.
It was that time of the year when the flowers were
just starting to bloom, and it wasn’t too cold. After
we talked about Bio 13, about midterms, about sitting outside on the President’s lawn, the conversation
dwindled. There was a brief moment of silence before
my friend turned to me and said, “I’m going to change
the next few seconds of your life.”
“How?”
“You’re breathing.”
And suddenly, for the next five seconds, I’m
unusually aware of the air rushing into and out of my
nose, of my wool sweater scratching against my skin
as I inhale and exhale, inhale and exhale. Inhale. The
air enters: it swirls through the fine hairs of the nasal
cavity and descends into the oral pharynx, past the
epiglottis that subtly shifts aside. Swept, warm, moist,
the particles plunge through the glottis, through the
trachea. Onward, onward. The path splits – two roads
diverged – into right and left bronchi, yet the particles
continue. They diffuse into ever thinner, ever tinier
bronchioles that blossom into delicate alveoli. Blushing grapes. I imagine the lungs: pink elastic wings.
The diaphragm flattens and moves down, the rib cage
moves upwards and out. And then – exhale. The diaphragm relaxes, the rib cage (ever-so-slightly) moves
back. Woosh! Like a grainy film in reverse, the air
rushes back out: alveoli, bronchioles, bronchi, trachea,
glottis, pharynx. My nose to my friend’s nose. Chests
rising and falling, lungs expanding and compressing,
balloons inflating and deflating. Here we are, breathing. Inhale. Exhale.

Of course, it’s not always so effortless. Like when
you’ve got an upper respiratory tract infection and
every breath is like trying to thrust your head into
a rubbery red balloon. All you want to do is nestle
into bed with a blanket and sleep forever. Moments
like these – it’s hard to forget. You can only curl up,
crumpled underneath your covers. Sniffle. Cough.
Sneeze. In the stuffy, stale air, it is all you can think
about. Breathing is a heavy, laborious effort. You are
scuba diving in the dark, crushed under tons and tons
of water. Your breaths sound too close, too intimate.
The air particles are trapped inside a tube that tenuously connects your mask to your compression tank.
An umbilical cord. A wispy memory of floating inside a
womb. How easily your pink, fragile lungs could burst.
How easily you could drown. You can’t imagine a time
when breathing came so easily, when you didn’t only
think of trying to inhale and exhale, inhale and exhale.
And yet, it’s only when you’re buried beneath
a mound of blankets, intensely focused on the ragged
gasps of air rasping in and out of your lungs, that you
do remember what it was like. You remember this winter, when you stepped outside onto the crunchy ice
and smelled your first whiff of snow. You remember
when you hiked in the White Mountains last summer,
when you reached the top and looked down across
the infinite sea of green. The air – crisp and clean.
And you remember sitting at your desk, typing at your
computer screen. Running along Packard Ave. How
beautiful it is to breathe! How exquisite. How liberating. And as you’re lying in bed, within the depths of
your sick, deafening breaths, you think: when I emerge
– if I emerge – I want to sing at the top of my lungs:
“Yes! I’m breathing! I’m breathing! I’m breathing!”
Yes! I am Asian American.

10

Cafeteria Food
Ashley Shen

My parents told me that we should watch more Hollywood movies in order to learn the culture. “What
culture?” I asked. The American one I grew up in?
My father told me we moved to our suburban Massachusetts town precisely because of its low ChineseAmerican population. He didn't want to expose me to
all the academic competition and endless comparison
that pervaded Chinese communities.

“Khang”
Kathy Lu

Pilot

Henry Zhou
Now this is a story all about how
My identity got twisted upside down
And I’d like to take a minute don’t flip the page
I’ll tell you how I finally broke free of my chaotic
Teenage stage.
In YiFeng, China, born but not raised
Massachusetts is where I’ve spent most of my days,
Pre-k to 6th grade, everything was cool
Never feeling different
From all the other kids at school.
But when junior high started
I felt ashamed of my race,
Being Chinese made me feel outta place
I went to Mom for help but she didn’t really care
She said “Just study hard so
You can get into Harvard” with a glare.
All throughout high school I was stuck in a place
Between white and Chinese culture I had no breathing space.
11

who that was.
My parents emigrated from China when they were
27. They had 27 years to not think about race, to not
be in a minority group, to not change everything they
were born with to fit in. I grew up digging traces of
China out from under my skin, trying to transplant
organs of America into the spaces left behind.

My mother bought me a packet of eyelid tape to create
a shuangyanpi, or eyelid crease. It’s something most
Caucasians and few Asians have, and it’s seen as a
prerequisite to beauty in East Asia. She taught me new,
stilted ways to smile, because my eyes scrunch up and
shrink when I laugh.

My grandparents understood English words by translating them into Shanghainese syllables. “Saturday”
became “sa ta yi.” Ashley became “ai sha li.” My
parents melted between languages. English was for
describing careers and the outside world. Mandarin
was for communicating daily tasks. Shanghainese was
for emotions, for arguments and stories.

My parents saw all of these actions as gentle reminders to assimilate, to protect me and my sister from
being different, from our color. But they didn't realize
that being Chinese-American is different from being
Chinese, or that the message we heard was that we
needed to change who we were before we discovered

But I would only let myself speak the Chinese words
that couldn’t be translated, like the Mandarin words
for food, and the Shanghainese words for colorful insults. I couldn’t let myself learn my family’s languages.
In order to fit in to the world outside our house, my
sister and I had to prove we were perfectly American.

A gay, Asian, athlete, I guess I could say I was rare
But I chose to suppress it
Hid it like an affair.
Now-I-finally realized the error of my ways
From my interests to race, they’re things to celebrate
every day!
Have pride in your heritage, if you do others will too
(Plus it doesn’t hurt that we also have some of the
best food).

“Steamed Meat Buns”
Kathy Lu
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I tried to prove my Americanness by eating cafeteria food at school. Cruel comments about the food I
brought from home and the fear of being weird made
“seasoned beef” and “school made pizza” taste better
than food whose deliciousness couldn’t be translated.
Six years later, my sister still does the same in hopes
of belonging with people who only accept her whitest
parts.
These attitudes, conscious or not, mean that college
is the first place I’ve met people who embrace their
uncreased eyes, home languages, and non-American

accents, who don’t see Asianness as something to
scrub white, to cure through assimilation. Now, I’m
surrounded by people who fill the space between
Asian and America with tangyuan as well as apple pie,
who accept me with my color, not in spite of it.
In fifth grade, my sister told me that someone in her
class had made fun of her eyes for being too Asian.
I think that’s pretty high up on the list of things you
don’t say to a ten year old. Me and Alyssa have the
same untaped, uncreased eyes. I’m finally starting to
see that they are beautiful.

Mirror Mirror

Brenda Lee
Photography

Tenzin Chokki

- Where are you from?
I respond, “I am from India.” A little hesitation
and pause. “But I am a Tibetan.”
I see the glance of confusion in others as they
try to understand me. They want to know, how I can
call myself a Tibetan when I wasn't born in Tibet?
The "official record" of my birth reads Tenzin Chokki,
born on the 18th of September, 1995 on 11:02 pm in
Kangra Hospital, Himachal Pradesh, India. I was born
in India. Does that make me Indian?
Like others who also identify themselves as
Tibetans, we share a similar historical background.
I have to talk history to people often. I call this moment, the history lesson. Let’s get on with it. From
what I have learned in my Tibetan schools in India, we
Tibetans started losing territorial control over what
we proclaim to be Tibet to the Chinese forces beginning in the late 1940s. Everything changed the 10th
of March in 1959. Due to a failed uprising by the lay
people in Lhasa, the capital of Tibet, the Dalai Lama
who was the political and spiritual leader of Tibet
during that time, had to seek refuge in India. Along
with him, an estimated 80,000 Tibetans left Tibet and
ended up in either India or Nepal. We became refugees. Stateless. Someone who is not recognized as a
citizen of any country. This is my history. My story.
- Where are you from?
I respond, “I am from India.”
I say this proudly, “I am from India.” I have
lived in India all my life. I have a deep love for this
land and its people. But am I Indian?
This place that I grew up in is a place of
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beauty. Dewdrops dangle over the grass tips outside
my house as the morning sun makes its entrance
into the start of our days. A mist envelops the hills
of Dharamsala, the town I call my home, situated in
northern India. Bright-lit mountains, green valleys
full of little yellow flowers, and rivers exude strength
through the sounds of water gushing down the falls
found here and there surround this place beautifully. The dirt packed roads are where dogs and cats
roam around freely, and where kids wait patiently for
the harvest of plums and pears on trees. This place
has taken its rightful place, deep in my heart. It is an
enchanted place, but it is also a shield. It did its job
perfectly, sheltering me and hiding me from the challenges I had yet to face. So maybe where I’m from and
who I am is a Tibetan, born in India.
The community where I grew up in India is
called Gangkyi and it is situated in the hidden valleys
of Dharamsala. Tibetan families consist the majority
of the population with a few Indian families scattered
here and there. Having grown up in India in an almost
all-Tibetan community and having attended all-Tibetan schools gave me a sense of security. This shielded
me from the doubts and questions that I have received for being who I am. My heartbeat increases
whenever someone asks me this question, Where are
you from.
I want to say, “I am not quite sure how to explain.” Is that legit enough? I hesitate. A moment for
contemplation. Right now.
- Where are you from?

I respond, “I am from India.” Confusion. Complicated situation. A lot of thinking. My parents.
My dad was born in Toe Shelkar, a village in
southwestern Tibet, known for people who take great
joy and enjoyment in the arts and music. He loves
playing the dram-nyen, the Tibetan word for the
traditional guitar, and also the flute, whose melodies
would ring a bell for the moments he had lived in his
past. He had escaped to India when he was a little
boy, too young enough to understand what was happening around him, but brave enough to cross over
the Himalayas, just like many others who had decided
to risk their own lives against frost-bite temperatures,
lack of food, and also against the danger of being seen
and taken back by the Chinese army.
On the other hand, my mother was born in
Bangalore, India, perhaps sometime after my grandparents had fled Tibet. Her family hails from the
famous woods of the Kongpo region. Like my mother,
my brothers and I were born in India, but we identify
ourselves as Tibetans. Both my parents, who spent
most of their lives in India, owe a deep gratitude to
this beloved place.
I was born in India. Thirteen years, I had lived
there.
Spending hot summers eating mangoes and
watermelons on our shaded verandah or relishing in
the orange softie ice cream sold by street vendors.
Enjoying the good old days of just endless play times
at boarding schools, that took me farther and farther
from home, a time during which I savored independence and freedom. The spicy food, the very sweet

chai (and yes, with milk) and Bollywood's alluring
magnetism. Frolicking in the hills of Dharamsala, I felt
perfectly normal for being a Tibetan. No one in the
communities I grew up in doubted and questioned me
for being Tibetan. Until I came here. America.
- Where are you from?
I would say, "I am from India. But I am a Tibetan." Most often, confused looks. What is she talking
about?
Some of those who have heard me say this,
leave it at that and then accept me for who I say I
am. Great for me! I don't have to narrate the history
lesson. But I have had more than a few encounters
where people have wondered with astonishment as
to what the hell I am saying. Their minds couldn’t
seem to articulate that a person could call herself
Tibetan when she was born in India. They say that this
is utterly impossible; it is something right out of their
minds.
Then, I wonder. Is that even possible? How
can I call myself a Tibetan when I wasn't even born
in Tibet? Let alone that, I have never been there and
seen it with my own eyes. This is that hard cold truth.
Perhaps someone like me is not deserving, and thus
not allowed to see the place my ancestors come from.
But why? In addition, what to do when no country actually recognizes Tibet as a country? What place am I
talking about? How do I tell people about a place that
doesn’t technically exist? In a culture where we often
observe an intense labeling on each other, I wonder if
identifying myself as a Tibetan makes me feel closer
to my ‘roof of the world’.
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- Where are you from?
I respond, “I am from India.” A little hesitation
and pause. “But I am a Tibetan.”
I have listened to many anecdotes of Tibetans,
mostly elders, who have suffered immensely under
the Chinese regime while they were in Tibet, for raising their voices for a free, independent Tibet. The
longer I listen to these stories, I become more speechless. Upon hearing their recollections of memories,
sadness grips my heart, as I try to understand the
sorrows and pain inflicted upon many of the older
Tibetans who have lived in Tibet. I don’t think I can
absolutely feel what they feel because these weren’t
part of my experiences growing up.
The stories of repression, torture, disappearances, and death of loved ones influenced me and
made me determined to fight for others who are
treated with unjust and are thus unable to raise forth
their voices. This is somehow the ultimate Tibet I
grew up with while living in India. Stories I keenly
listen to that encourage me to work harder.
- Where are you from?
I say, I am Tibetan. But I was born in India.
Sometimes, I think of myself as lucky for being
born and raised in much freer societies, in India and

now in the United States. But I sometimes feel that
the people, who are born inside, are the real lucky
ones, blessed enough to be born in the place that I
can only imagine and dream about. Literally. I have
been there spiritually. I imagine, what if I had been
born inside Tibet, would I still have to face the confused faces? It would be much easier for others to
accept me as a Tibetan, since I can proudly say I am
from Tibet. But what Tibet am I talking about because
it is not a recognized country. My imagined homeland,
the Tibetan Plateau is an integral part of China, often
depicted as Shangrila, or the land of the divine.
But, that isn’t me. And it never will be.
I know now, I was meant to live a different
story and tell a different tale. Though Tibet might be
a land surrounded by bright-lit mountains and green
valleys full of little yellow flowers, there are rivers that
often cry, shout and tell a different story, and then
there is this monumental strength, symbolizing the
pride and love I have grown for my culture and heritage. This is me. My name is Tenzin Chokki. I was born
in India. I lived there for most of my life. And I am one
proud Tibetan.

“Weight of Generations”
Erin Fong
Charcoal

“Identity”
Manal Cheema
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“It shows the complexity of multiple generations, even genders and ages, in one face. The hands that
sandwich the face seem to hold the face that is a cumulation of ancestors. That seems to show the idea of
‘solidarity within a community.’”
- Professor Ikumi Kaminishi
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My First Week in China
Johnny Lau

Coming in, I had earnest thoughts such as:
How much has China changed since my mother left
thirty years ago? Are people my age like me? What
does it mean to be Chinese? I imagined wry images:
shoe factories, air pollution, nascent industrialism,
etc. Even held plot-lines half-vain, half-sincere: a westernized Ghandi returning to India, estranged. Siddartha seeing the sick and suffering. Dave Chappelle and
whatever spiritual journey he made in Africa. I carried
a mental checklist of unverified information, and a
two by two box with which to sort observations of the
people I see into the categories: Chinese, American,
Chinese-American, or neither.
The baggage claim was completely empty
except for me, my mother, and the rest of those in the
last flight. We wheeled our baggage to the clearance
gates, of which there was only one open with a single
officer standing guard. He stared straight ahead letting everyone pass without a glance. On passing this
guard, I’m not sure which registered first: that he was
the first “real Chinese” person I saw, or the phrase
“Chinese communist politburo.” I couldn’t help but
fancy that my entry was facilitated by a few bribes,
that my mom accidentally booked one-way tickets
for North Korea, and that here I was, stuck for longer
than I could wish for.
After exiting the building we got on the tour
bus, which drove us somewhere in the city, down a
street of storefronts with brands like “GUCCI” and
“LOUIS VUITTON” emblazoned on bright glass in
sleek typeface, eventually stopping at the carpet-andawning entrance of our hotel. While waiting for room
keys, my mother told me this was supposedly a fivestar hotel, and perhaps provoked by that claim, I fell
into a train of idle criticism. I felt the lobby was too
large and bare without a lounge section, and panning
around I noticed an unattended piano draped in cloth,
off to the side in no particular area of focus. Once in
the room, more subtle discrepancies revealed themselves as I unpacked: awful English on information
pamphlets (which was hilarious to read), upside-down
light switches, outlets placed without regard to cord
distance. However, the most egregious offense was
that the shower only shot freezing cold water, despite
how far I frantically turned the knob to “H” or “C.” I
noticed the brand name on the toilet read “American
Standard,” and felt the presence of some universal
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irony at work.
After we were served bacon and eggs for
breakfast, the first of three tours was officially in session. The bus itself I figured must have been cousin
to the notorious Fung Wah bus, the cheapest way to
get between Boston and New York, sharing likeness
not just in shape and model, but reckless driving. The
Fung Wah was rated 73 out of 100 for safety in Boston
(anything above 75 requires immediate shut-down
procedure) after four consecutive years of accidents
involving breaking-down, crashing, and/or upturning,
all of which I felt at constant risk on the tour bus in
China. There were bends over cliffs where an oncoming tour bus would squeeze by with enough space
that me and the mirroring passenger would be in
intimate distance without the windows between us.
In cities, the bus would plow through Frogger-like intersections, nearly obliterate some J-walking woman
that neither turned to look nor changed pace during
her stride. Being in China was like being in a Chinese
market: everything was engaged in a constant, unflinching game of chicken. Perhaps, I thought, because
of China’s overwhelming population, the high exposure to humanity, the constant bumping of shoulders,
instills a necessary dog-eat-dog disregard for one’s
neighbor, where holding a door meant rudely aborting it to avoid standing there for days.
We drove up an overpass that curved around
a thick pillar, which held two other overpasses that
wrapped around it. My mother translated the tour
guide’s explanation, that Buddhist monks cooperated in the design of the “Dragon Pillar,” so that both
time of construction and location were cosmologically auspicious. I imagined a monk pointing at a map
a man in a hardhat was holding, wondering what
faces the engineer was making to the other workers
around him. But driving around the bend, I was finally
close enough to see the painted body of a gold and
green dragon as it seemed to fly spiraling up the pillar,
which aroused in me a rare feeling of spiritual awe. I
felt as though I involuntarily spun one of those Buddhist prayer wheels.
Entering the outskirts of – I forget which city –
the surroundings faded from dense urban thicket into
a forest of skyscrapers under construction. They were
tall monoliths of green scaffolding, each with a single
long orange crane arching from their tops. It inspired

Vanessa Zhang
Photography
in me the daunting feeling you get when looking at
pictures of oil drills. And yet, when I was on a ferry in
Shanghai, the skyline pulsated with the garish neon
lightning like a cart of Chinatown toys all triggered at
once.
If it wasn’t some landmark temple or garden,
we were taken to a mall or place of business, where
the tour company exchanged a slot on the itinerary for
their main source of funding. In a word, the perfect
commercial, which I had no choice but to sit through.
We were brought to a pearl shop, tea pot factory,
green tea farm, herbal medicine company, facial product mall, and several consumer districts. In the teapot
factory, where some smooth talker explained how the
factory began as a small shop built near a deposit of
the richest clay, centuries ago, where master craftsmen perfected their art and technique, and for just
50 RMB more you can buy a teapot with additional
super-authentic hand carved inscriptions and ultratraditional handle shaped to your zodiac animal. At
the medicine company, we were brought into a room
where a large man with a mole and a plastic smile
wearing white doctor robes, explained through charts
and diagrams which particular flows of cosmological
energy corresponded to what types of cancer, and
finally which of their pills would work best. I noticed
one of the elderly couples on our tour leaving the
building with a large red box which they didn’t have
before.
On the last day of the tour, my mother and I
found ourselves in a busy food court. Since I couldn’t
order, I was left to guard our table as my mother went
to get food, when a guy with a group of friends, who
were not that much older than me, asked if I was
about done so that they could have the table next

(I could understand decently). In the bustling court,
my first attempt to respond was probably correct
but drowned by the noise, and flustered by the guy’s
facial expression of failed communication, who must
also have taken me by my appearance for a native,
I began to sputter subhuman noises on the second
attempt, which he responded so strongly as to take
a backward step. Noticing this I continued still more
frantic and pathetic, as the guy, now with a face of
genuine horror, pushed his friends away fearing for
their safety.
Later that night I experienced what became
my most vivid memory of the touring period in China.
We were walking through a crowded plaza, surrounded by food stalls and shops direction, groups of
young people smiling, when the song changed (I wore
headphones through 90% of the trip) and Justice –
Valentine came on. The long rays of shadows, orange
glow of street lamps, colorful swashes of food and
merchandise, all became extensions of the song’s progression, the call of the drumbeat, everything dancing to its rhythm. Whatever uncomfortableness I felt
was cradled by the quirky synth-line, and suddenly I
became a pair of floating eyeballs in a flickering sea of
bodies, arms, shirts, feet, smiles.
I wanted something along the lines of a simple
revelation, the falling of dominoes, the connecting
of many disparate dots from my muddied, inferior
Chinese-American experience – or, if none of that,
at least better speaking and listening skills. But this
China was not the Chinese culture I knew and not my
mother’s China. I guess I’m not good at being Chinese,
but I’ll continue to kowtow on new years, and have
awkward family dinners with my father’s side of the
family, and still joke about becoming a doctor.
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For Whose Comfort?
Michelle Lau

I was leisurely scrolling down my Facebook newsfeed
on a Monday afternoon when I stumbled upon the
blog post Tongues: When Speaking the Coloniser’s
Language Means Rejecting Your Own by Chithira
Vijayakumar. As I skimmed quickly through the piece,
I learned about how some schools in India banned
students from speaking Malayalam, how students felt
the need to “smuggle around” their native tongue,
and how people’s success would be based on their
mastery over English. Wait – everything sounds too
familiar…
My next wave of emotions caught me off guard; I was
confused, and I was angry. Most of all, I was hurt. Hurt
because I suddenly realized the damage that had been
done to me and my peers by the school I used to call
home.
I do not understand why it took me so long to connect
the dots; after all, my journey as a politically conscious
being began at the start of this year. Although I was
aware that someone’s mind could be colonized, I
never saw how I was implicated, at least not in terms
of language. Even when my professor, who grew up
in colonial Hong Kong, talked about how her school
would punish students for speaking Cantonese, I
remained unshaken. That’s horrible, I thought, thank
god I was not born during that period. This article that
I accidentally came across triggered my memories and
emotions perhaps because it tells a story too similar
to my lived reality during my nine years at an international school in Hong Kong. Now, I can no longer see
past a policy that I used to only find petty.
Although my international school was made up of
mostly Hong Kong students, it enforces a no-Cantonese rule which is drilled into every students’ heads
immediately. I remember when I transferred to this
school in Grade 4, I quickly received the message that
speaking Cantonese at school is virtually taboo. The
rationale is simple: the school should be an inclusive environment, and since some members of the
community do not know Cantonese, it must not be
spoken. Though I found it inconvenient at times, I accepted it because I did not have a hard time adjusting.
My previous local school used an English-based curriculum, and I was privileged enough to have received
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private English tutoring growing up. In fact, I have
always found learning Chinese, my mother tongue, to
be a much bigger struggle than learning English. The
requirement to speak, read and write only in English
was therefore not an issue for me. If in the rare case
that I wanted to say some Cantonese words, I would
do so only amongst trusted friends, and in the lowest
volume possible. I say trusted friends, because there
was a constant threat of the “I will tell on you if you
speak Cantonese” statements posed by none other
than our fellow classmates. Thankfully, this threat
disappeared as students stepped into their rebellious
teenage years during middle school. By high school,
many students spoke a balanced mixture of “Chinglish” or just pure Cantonese, unconcerned because,
hey, who the hell cares? Only certain faculty and staff
members would yell out an occasional “No Cantonese!” in the hallways, but even then there were not
any real consequences.
Except, the consequences had already run too deep,
way too deep, especially within those students who
had grown up in the school. Within this school, which
runs under a western, White education system,
neocolonialism operates steadily and stealthily. The
institution has found a way to preserve and spread a
language that is the most “international” nowadays
under the guise of inclusion. Children (and here, I
refer to the majority Hong Kong Chinese children) are
conditioned at a young age to abandon their native
language not only because it is not inclusive enough,
but also because it is prohibited. Speaking Cantonese
is, in a sense, an illegal act, and as Vijayakumar puts
it, “[Cantonese] became something we smuggled
around, quickly stuffed into pockets or swallowed
before we were caught.” What follows then, is a
phenomenon that I noticed shortly after transferring
schools: a reluctance to speak Cantonese amongst
many students who enrolled into the school early on.
Somewhere in the process of learning the rules of
survival at school, students have internalized the idea
that Cantonese is something undesirable, even inferior.
It is true that I was not affected the same way that
some other classmates were. I found it baffling at first
that any person from Hong Kong would so strongly

refuse to converse with me in our own language. The
end result, though, is still the same: we gradually lost
grasp of our first language due to the lack of practice.
For some, this led to a sense of embarrassment over
their accented tongues and thus more reluctance
to speak Cantonese. This downward spiral is hard
to overcome because no one likes to be laughed at;
it takes immense courage to ignore the humiliation
and criticisms that come with exposing your flawed
accent. For others like me, we faced a different kind
of downward spiral: we lost our abilities to express
ourselves and to engage in meaningful discussions using Cantonese, which then developed into an increasing reliance on English because our conversations,
thoughts and ideas are restricted by our limited Cantonese vocabulary. Personally, this has become a great
source of shame and regret because no matter how
much I try to use my mother tongue, more and more
English words slip in to my sentences, while more and
more Cantonese words slip out of my mind. I constantly beat myself up for not studying Chinese more,
for not trying harder to keep my native language alive
in my head. I worry daily about how I will ever reassimilate into Hong Kong society once I get out of college when almost every job requires fluency in spoken
and written Chinese. I question my own identity as a
“real” Hong Kong person because I am marked as an
Other whenever I open my mouth.
My school, which supposedly stands for education
and open mindedness, has effectively colonized my
mind into a certain mode of thinking while preventing
my access to other modes. It has taken away a language that is so rightfully mine to keep and utilize, and
instead forced upon me the colonizer’s language. I
have lost my ability to communicate in a language that
should be native to me, in my fuckingmother tongue,
and with it my sense of belonging and my key to a
membership in the community that I was raised in. So
I ask, is this all for the sole purpose of inclusion?
A former teacher of mine tells me, “people who are
not bilingual fear language and also those who have
not travelled enough do not understand what it
means to be silenced in this way.” True, but I would
push it further and say, people who are born with a
certain privilege, White privilege, do not understand

or do not want to understand what silencing means
because having White privilege is to live a “normal”
life without being challenged. To possess Whiteness
is to have the right to live in comfort. Yes, this is what
the no-Cantonese policy is about: comfort. Think
about it: why should it matter if a group of Hong Kong
students speak amongst themselves in Cantonese?
The conversation has nothing to do with White subjects and other non-Cantonese speaking individuals,
yet the rule is still enforced because the White sense
of entitlement to space and comfort is threatened.
This is evident in the fact that White officials feel
the need to intrude into private conversations, and
furthermore the fact that no other languages are
banned. The school lets other languages go because
only a few students here and there speak those
languages. On the other hand, since the Cantonesespeaking population in school is so overwhelmingly
large, the Cantonese language poses a threat to White
space. Once we deconstruct this policy, we see that it
exists to cater to Whiteness.
I do not lament my parents’ decision to transfer me
into the international school. Rather, I thank them
because I know I would have crumbled under the local
school education system, and I am grateful to have
found a loving community. I recognize that my opportunity to study in an international school is both a
class privilege and a gateway to more privilege, because the world, whether we like it or not, has similarly been colonized into adopting English as the global
language. However, I cannot and will not forgive what
the school has stripped of me and of other students.
I am enraged that all along, we have been forced to
behave in ways that made Whiteness comfortable at
the expense of our own comfort. I am disheartened
to see that some people have internalized their own
oppression to the point that they buy into the myth of
inclusion, and even to the point that they willingly act
as spies for their colonizers. Mostly, I am hurt because
a great violence has been committed to me and my
community, but the damage is so deep that it is no
longer fixable.
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[Safe]

Danthanh Trinh
From the time that I could first grasp with my hands,
they gave me lockers each year for my birthday.
One more each year than the last.
To keep your things safe, they said,
you Must keep your things safe.
I didn’t have many things or secrets
so I filled them up with
all the shoes I’ve ever worn, teeth, scribbles,
old numbers,
nail clippings,
empty spaces of sounds of my twinkling,
whispers that had made my bones drip,
gasps,
the irony of butterflies in glass cases.

I plucked them all away from the skies of chance and
tucked them safely into infinite loneliness.
I put away swells of air that my heart had twisted,
my fingerprints.
and when I ran out
of things to

lock away,

I put myself
in,
and shut the door.
“Margaret“
Kathy Lu

Letter

Kaitlin Pang
To my future daughter (or what I would like to say to
my younger self),

games and peanut butter and jelly lunches. You are red
envelopes and lion dancing in the streets.

Do not wear your yellow skin like an apology. You are
warm firewood crackling, cutting through the quiet
calm of winter’s first snowfall.

Do not feel like an intruder in your own life. You are the
little girl digging for worms in the soil with your father,
hands reaching toward infinite roots. You are swinging in the hammock with your mother, pointing out
which stars are the oldest in the sky. You are racing to
the coastline with your brother, cheeks glistening with
saltwater and sunshine.

Do not sever yourself from your grandmother’s homeland. Do not let them shame you for your livelihood.
You are the first time you dunked your head under
the waves in Ocean City, all fearless and a little bittersweet.
Do not keep your head down. Do not try to wash the
yellow out of your skin in the shower. You come from
a long line of strong women who have sacrificed and
bled and survived for your existence.

“Brain Tree”
Julia Malleck
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Do not retreat from being American. Do not retreat
from being Chinese. Do not let this world saw you in
half. You are a bewildering and harrowing and beautiful fusion of both places. You are steaming cha siu bao
on dim sum Sundays. You are homecoming football

You are touching the bricks of the Great Wall. You are
holding your grandmother’s hand as you walk her to
the bus stop. You are listening to the cruel beeps of the
heart monitor that remind you that yes, you are alive.
You are laughing in the family room with your cousins,
warm firewood crackling in the background.
You are.
You are.
You are.
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