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EDITOR’S NOTE SHIRIN SUBHANI
Shirin Subhani and Shahana Dattagupta were inspired to become "curators" of stories of courageous 
creativity after experiencing firsthand, the transformative power of creative thinking and expression that 
involve emotional risk and personal vulnerability. For more about Shirin and Shahana, please visit the "About 
Us" page on Flying Chickadee's Web site: www.flyingchickadee.com/about.html



In years past, I have taken time on March 8th to reach out to women in my life to thank them for being who they are and 
inspiring me to be better. As editors of Courageous Creativity, we work on locating and celebrating human potential; ours 
is not a gender-based venture. Why then are we celebrating International Women's Day with our March issue? 

Well, because feminine energy is at the very heart of creativity, and the courage and fortitude demonstrated by women 
the world over are worthy of special note and celebration. And even after 100 years of celebrating International Women's 
Day, (thank you Clara Zetkin!), women continue to face and surmount unimaginable challenges in many parts of the 
world, still managing to nurture the foundation of families and communities, and run small economies at the same time.

In this celebration, we are delighted to partner with Aaina – a much loved South Asian Women's festival in Seattle, 
marking its 6th year. So, most of our contributors are related to Aaina in one way or another! Rajan Krishnamurty, a 
technologist, began his deeper awareness in women's issues in Community Speaks, a forum on domestic violence held 
in Aaina. With his piece, 'Begin It Now', Rajan talks about why domestic violence is very much a men's issue.  Marketing 
professional Moumita Bhattacharya is a participant in Aaina's spotlight program Yoni ki Baat, inspired by Vagina 
Monologues. With 'Truth, trust and cognizance – my journey with Yoni ki Baat', she shares how she took the risk of 
embracing vulnerability and stumbled upon unexpected treasures.  Sudeshna Sathe Dixit, a graphic designer and writer, 
is a dedicated volunteer in Aaina. With her poem 'Sculptor and Muse,' she describes the insidious nature of abuse and 
violence. Afghani videographer and photographer Gazelle Samizay, featured as a visual artist in Aaina, also covers the 
complex nature of abuse and struggles of migration and dislocation in her work. She reveals many insights in our 
interview with her. Architect and jewelry artist Checha Sokolovic reminds us with 'Flaming Feathers' that joy and 
liberation are found in connecting with kindred spirits through authentic self-expression. With 'Looking Back', our 
youngest contributor Bhakti Ghatole gives us a heart-rending account of losing her eyesight to cancer, and shows us that 
vision is more important than sight. In our featured article "Why Pink Underwear?", Sweta Vohra who was raised with an 
ardent love and faith in Hinduism, discusses with unapologetic candor and clarity, her later discoveries of 
institutionalized oppression of women in the rhetoric of Hindu fundamentalism.

We hope you enjoy this issue and as always, please help us spread the word. For all our Seattle readers, we hope to run 
into you at Aaina!

Shirin.

EDITOR’S NOTE SHIRIN SUBHANI

“...FEMININE ENERGY IS AT THE VERY HEART OF CREATIVITY, AND THE 
COURAGE AND FORTITUDE DEMONSTRATED BY WOMEN THE WORLD OVER 
ARE WORTHY OF SPECIAL NOTE AND CELEBRATION."



"
CARETAKING VERSUS GENERATIVE ACTION, HAS BEEN THE DOMINANT 
IMPACT OF THE CULTURAL NARRATIVE ABOUT LOVE. WE HAVE 
THOUGHT OF OURSELVES EITHER AS ... LOVER OR ARTIST—BUT 
RARELY BOTH. RARELY DO WE ASSUME THAT THE SAME PROCESS 
INVOLVED IN CREATING MUST INFORM OUR LOVING, OR THAT IN 
LOVING WE CREATE. RARELY WOULD WE ASSUME THE AGENCY TO 
CREATE, BECAUSE TO HAVE AGENCY MEANS THE QUALITY OF MOVING 
OR EXERTING POWER, THE STATE OF BEING IN ACTION, AND AS 
WOMEN THIS HAS NOT BEEN OUR COMMON SENSE OF OURSELVES."

THIS DICHOTOMIZING OF THE TWO ASPECTS OF FEMALE ENERGY, 

...ON COURAGEOUS CREATIVITY.

- Claudia Bepko and Jo-Ann Krestan, Singing at the Top of Our Lungs: Women, Love, and Creativity, p. 25.
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Rajan lived in various parts of India before migrating to Texas at age eighteen. He lives in 
Bellevue, WA with his wife and her parents, and is father to two wonderful adult children. He is 
currently working hard to leverage his talent and experience as a technologist into an 
entrepreneurial effort. He is thrilled to be alive amidst the internet and mobile revolution, and to 
witness its impact on global society. He plays squash regularly, loves Indian music and wishes 
he could scuba-dive in warm water more often. He professes to believe in predestination, if only 
to annoy people who adamantly believe otherwise. He is currently on the board of Chaya – a 
nonprofit that serves South Asian survivors of domestic violence.

"
… WHOSE FOUNDATION LIES IN MY JOURNEY INTO AWARENESS AND 
UNDERSTANDING OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND WOMEN'S ISSUES."

I BELIEVE THIS IS CONTINUING EVIDENCE OF A PERSONAL  TRANSFORMATION 

BEGIN IT NOW RAJAN KRISHNAMURTY



It happened a few months ago. My eyes teared up even as I tried in vain to stop them. Suddenly self-conscious, I quickly 
dabbed my eyes with my sleeve to hide the evidence. I glanced around nervously to see if anyone had noticed.  No, no 
one was around. I sank back into my chair with a quiet sigh of relief. 

I had been watching a random movie on TV in the family room of our basement, and there was a rather poignant scene 
between a father and daughter that had moved me to tears. Wait….this is embarrassing, I had thought to myself. I had 
always teased the women in my family - my wife, my daughter, my sisters - when they cried while watching a movie. 
They were just softies. I didn't let this kind of stuff get to me. I was a real man after all. I had reserved my tears as an 
adult for the "real" moments, the dying moments - my dad, my mother, our pet. 

So what had happened that a lowly, unmemorable made-for-TV movie could make me cry? Had I become a softie too? 
Had I really allowed myself to become that vulnerable?

Yes. Vulnerable, but not weak. Vulnerable in a way that, probably for the first time, allows me to really "feel" another's 
pain or sorrow even if I've never experienced that kind of pain directly. Vulnerability that leads to understanding and 
connection and engagement.

I believe this is continuing evidence of a personal transformation that's underway. A transformation whose foundation 
lies in my journey into awareness and understanding of domestic violence and women's issues. A journey that began 
over six years ago, when I started helping my wife with Chaya's annual fundraising auction dinner. A transformation 
whose defining moment was attending Community Speaks in 2008, a public presentation (hosted by Chaya) of people 
who speak out about the violence they have survived. For many of the participants, that was the first time they had told 
their story publicly. I cried then, unabashedly. Since then I've cried freely at subsequent Community Speaks events,  
each tear drop strengthening my commitment to engage our communities to end violence and to respect, affirm and 
honor women.

"MY JOURNEY TOOK ME TO A ... FORUM [ON] SEX, GENDER IDENTITY AND 
SEXUAL IDENTITY… VAGINAS AND YONIS AND THEIR EXPERIENCES 
…[HAD] NOT [BEEN] PART OF MY VOCABULARY."

BEGIN IT NOW RAJAN KRISHNAMURTY



My journey took me to a community forum where the discussion was about sex, gender identity and sexual identity – 
topics that I knew really nothing about and to which I had been generally oblivious. It brought me to Yoni Ki Baat (a South 
Asian adaptation of Vagina Monologues). I grew up in a wonderful but conservative household. Vaginas and Yonis and 
their experiences – painful, sad or joyous – were not part of the conversation, and certainly not part of my vocabulary. 
Many years later and even as a parent of two wonderful adult children, Vs and Ys were still never part of the 
conversation. I attended YKB in 2009 with my wife and son and we listened together to stories from the heart of survival, 
courage and determination. "Dad!" my daughter called me the other day, "Make sure you get tickets for YKB, I want to 
go with you this year!"

My journey led me to stumble upon a powerful documentary called The Day My God Died, which documents the tragedy 
and utter depravity of child sex trafficking, and profiles the courageous survivors and abolitionists (like Anuradha Koirala, 
founder and director, Maiti Nepal) who need our support. I shed several tears that day and I was so moved and so 
infuriated that I rounded up all the family members at home and made them watch it with me again. To this day I tell 
everyone I run into about this documentary. I know it just might launch someone on a journey like mine. 

And only recently, I attended, for the first time, the 16th Annual Vigil organized by the Asian & Pacific Islander Women & 
Family Safety Center, in memory of the women and children who have lost their lives to domestic violence. It was a cold 
and very rainy evening, and I was partially soaked as I walked to the event at the King County Courthouse in Seattle 
wondering why the heck I was even doing this. As the program got underway, and I listened to the voices of young 
survivors – of intimate partner violence, of marital rape – it dawned on me why I had to be there and why more of us 
need to be there. The voices of these courageous survivors of violence need to be heard…they must be heard…and by 
showing up and listening and participating we let them know that as a community we give a damn. We give silent 
victims and survivors the strength to speak up and share their story. We help magnify their voices so that others in the 
community can hear them through us. 

"MY JOURNEY LED ME TO... A POWERFUL DOCUMENTARY CALLED THE DAY MY 
GOD DIED... I WAS SO MOVED AND SO INFURIATED THAT I ROUNDED UP ALL THE 
FAMILY MEMBERS AT HOME AND MADE THEM WATCH IT WITH ME AGAIN."

BEGIN IT NOW RAJAN KRISHNAMURTY



If there's one thing that my journey has revealed, it is that violence against women is far more pervasive than I'd 
imagined or cared to know. Women are being abused, isolated, demeaned, degraded, sexually assaulted, trafficked and 
killed. This is happening right here in y(our) community. It's happening to people you know. It's being perpetrated by 
people you know, the vast majority being men. This is not just a women's issue, if anything this is a men's issue. It is 
most definitely a community issue. We have to step up to the plate and be accountable…and hold each other 
accountable. 

I hold this quote from Goethe close to my heart:

Until one is committed, there is hesitancy, the chance to draw back, always ineffectiveness.
Concerning all acts of initiative and creation, there is one elementary truth, the ignorance of which kills countless ideas 
and splendid plans: that the moment one definitely commits oneself, then providence moves too.
All sorts of things occur to help one that would never otherwise have occurred.
A whole stream of events issues from the decision, raising in one's favor all manner of unforeseen incidents and 
meetings and material assistance, which no man could have dreamed would have come his way.
Whatever you do, or dream you can, begin it.
Boldness has genius, power and magic in it.
Begin it now.

There is a journey out there waiting for you. Begin it now.

"…VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN IS FAR MORE PERVASIVE THAN I'D 
IMAGINED OR CARED TO KNOW. WOMEN ARE BEING ABUSED, ISOLATED, 
DEMEANED, DEGRADED, SEXUALLY ASSAULTED, TRAFFICKED AND KILLED. 
THIS IS HAPPENING RIGHT HERE IN Y(OUR) COMMUNITY."

BEGIN IT NOW RAJAN KRISHNAMURTY
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Sudeshna can't make up her mind, and her excuse is that she can't help it, being a Gemini. She 
likes to dip into a lot of creative activities at once and hopes to emerge from the chaos with 
something unique. She writes, creates polymer clay jewelry, pottery and paintings and is always 
looking to explore more creative avenues. She is a UX and graphic designer by profession and 
loves what she does. Sudeshna lives with her husband and two kids in Issaquah, Washington.

"...THE WEB KEPT ON WEAVING
MOLDING ME, TWISTING ME
I GOT CAUGHT UP IN THE THREADS..."

SCULPTOR AND MUSE SUDESHNA SATHE DIXIT



You were the sculptor

And I - your muse

You - so enigmatic, so charismatic

And I - unsure of my beauty, my desire

You weaved your magic on me, 

Your spidery silvery web 

Slowly crept upon me, 

Leaving me spellbound

I laughed at the sensation, 

Taking pleasure in it

I caressed the threads with my soul,

Savored them with my heart

The web kept on weaving

Molding me, twisting me

I got caught up in the threads

Shimmering in the sunlight

Suffocating me till I couldn't breathe

SCULPTOR AND MUSE SUDESHNA SATHE DIXIT

You took pleasure in your work

Critiquing, admiring, dismissing my pain

I covered up my shame

Struggling to comprehend

The hurt in my eyes

The slump in my shoulders

Furtive faces peeped through the glass

Shattering me with their glances

Mute, they walked away 

Uneasy and penitent

My soulful cries unheard

My shadow lost in the dark

Killing me with their indifference

Abandoning me to my fate

After all, you were the famous sculptor

And I - only your muse
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Sweta can usually be found musing over what she would do if she had super powers. And by 
super powers, she means money. Overhauling the education system, investing in maternal 
health and buying out Google usually come to mind. Until then, she's occupied by awesome 
family, friends, Netflix streaming, cooking, Longhorn football and good books. Sweta has lived in 
Bombay, New York, Berkeley and now Washington, DC working on various documentary 
productions. She remains a Texan at heart. 

"
GIRL, WHETHER IT WAS RELATED TO EDUCATION, SEXUALITY, OBEDIENCE OR 
BEAUTY, AND I OBLIGED.  IF I STAYED WITHIN THAT CONSTRUCT, I WAS A 
DIGNIFIED, PROPER INDIAN. IF NOT, I WOULD BE SHAMED."

I WAS INSTRUCTED TO FOLLOW THE "NORMS" OF BEING A GOOD INDIAN 

WHY PINK UNDERWEAR? SWETA VOHRA



In January 2009, a group of young men barged into a popular pub in Mangalore, India. They groped, slapped and 
stripped women they found inside, while shouting slogans in praise of Lord Ram.  Not one woman filed a complaint with 
the police. And many others around the country praised the men for what they did.

The men were part of a Hindu right group called Sri Ram Sena –Lord Ram's Army – which has declared that drinking 
and wearing Western clothes are "un-Indian" (and therefore, not Hindu) activities for women. It is part of a larger 
movement within the Hindu right-wing community to police morality – especially among women – using violence and 
shame.

At the time of this pub attack, I was thousands of miles away in Berkeley, California immersed into graduate school life. 
While the attack was far away from me, the ideas of shame, Lord Ram, and Hindu supremacy were not.  Ultimately, my 
personal relationship with these ideas led me to the Ram Sena temple in Mangalore to interview the very man who 
oversaw the pub attack and who was on a mission to save Hinduism. 

In fall of 2009, I pitched a film idea for my thesis documentary based on the Pink Chaddi Campaign, an online movement 
begun shortly after the Mangalore pub attacks. The campaign called for people in India (and ultimately the world) to 
send pink chaddis, or underwear, to the Ram Sena's headquarters as a non-violent protest against the use of violence 
and shame to advance a conservative Hindu agenda. The pitch was a hit with both my professor and classmates -- 
underwear, fundamentalism, and empowerment are all strong ingredients for a dramatic film. As a journalist, I knew I 
had a good story. But as an Indian-American, I knew that this story was also largely tied to my own identity. 

But let's back up. It's hard to describe what led me to this film without talking about my own childhood. Around the time 
I was starting kindergarten, my parents helped found the Austin, Texas chapter of a prominent global Hindu school. It 
was only one of dozens of Indian-based organizations that had sprung up across the Indian Diaspora, propelled by a 
burning question among the immigrant generation: how do we teach our kids our religion (and by extension, our 
culture)? So I started learning basic Hindu-ness at the same time I started learning how to read and write.

"IN JANUARY 2009, A GROUP OF YOUNG MEN BARGED INTO A POPULAR 
PUB IN MANGALORE, INDIA. THEY GROPED, SLAPPED AND STRIPPED 
WOMEN THEY FOUND INSIDE, WHILE SHOUTING SLOGANS IN PRAISE OF 
LORD RAM."

WHY PINK UNDERWEAR? SWETA VOHRA



By the time I graduated high school, I had accumulated eighteen solid years of Hindu stories, values, philosophy, and 
history. And, honestly, I was grateful for it. It is already incredibly awkward to be a teenager, but even more so when 
you're brown, your parents have accents and you follow a religion that everyone associates with worshipping cows. The 
Hindu foundation gave me an identity that allowed me to be different, be able to defend it and eventually embrace being 
Hindu and Indian. And this meant doing everything by the book. I was instructed to follow the "norms" of being a good 
Indian girl, whether it was related to education, sexuality, obedience or beauty, and I obliged.  If I stayed within that 
construct, I was a dignified, proper Indian. If not, I would be shamed. 

Late in college, however, a particular piece of media threw my cultural identity into disarray. Final Solution, a 
documentary about the Gujarat 2002 carnage, screened on my campus depicting the aftermath of a systematic pogrom 
of Muslims by state-sponsored Hindu nationalists. I became deeply conflicted by the lack of awareness about social 
inequalities that existed in India, in the Diaspora and most of all, in me. I realized that my childhood training had 
constructed a cultural framework that represented a narrow, glorified view of Hinduism and India– much like the view 
pushed by Hindu supremacists. And that in fact, the history and philosophy of Hinduism in India is much more complex 
and nuanced than most Hindus can or will acknowledge.

This time period represented a significant shift in my identity. I became obsessed with learning everything I could about 
Hindu nationalism, India's multi-religious history, and particularly, how women play a role in the push for cultural and 
religious preservation. 

The idea that women serve as the holders of purity and tradition is the key to understanding the construct of Hinduism, 
and much of India and its Diaspora as it exists today.  The patriarchal boundaries that are constructed by our culture 
(indeed, by many cultures) allow men to view women as in need of protection, especially from threats to their dignity. 

"I REALIZED THAT MY CHILDHOOD TRAINING HAD CONSTRUCTED A 
CULTURAL FRAMEWORK THAT REPRESENTED A NARROW, GLORIFIED VIEW 
OF HINDUISM AND INDIA – MUCH LIKE THE VIEW PUSHED BY 
HINDU SUPREMACISTS."

WHY PINK UNDERWEAR? SWETA VOHRA



In this framework, a man's reputation is directly linked to "his" woman's behavior, intensifying the need to control 
women. Under the cloak of Hindu nationalism, the threat to personal dignity is equated with a perceived threat to Hindu 
identity – including minority groups like Muslims and Christians as well as certain Western influences.  And if a woman 
herself steps out of the cultural boundaries, she can be shamed in whatever way is deemed necessary, including 
violence, to protect the honor of the culture. 

Therefore women, in many parts of India, are policed. If they are seen hanging out with Muslims or having a pint at the 
local pub, the young right-wing activists get informed and plan attacks on both the women and the people they are with. 
It is a systematic approach to further confine women to conventional roles and to marginalize Muslims and Christians, 
and whomever else the Hindu right has determined as subordinate.   

The important thing to recognize, which took me a long time to understand, is that many women themselves accept and 
propagate these patriarchal boundaries. These boundaries are presented to us as part of a chivalrous, affectionate 
structure in which, in exchange for obedience, women are supposedly revered in a protected and dignified space. This 
holds true for the Diaspora as well as the Motherland. It is certainly true that violence exists, unchallenged, in a majority 
of our communities, but even on a broader scale, it is difficult for many women to step up and scrutinize the established 
cultural framework. They fear losing their identification with their own communities and opening themselves up to 
shame and danger.

Making a film about the Pink Chaddi Campaign was not only an opportunity to bring these very troubling issues to light, 
but also an avenue for me to step out of my own cultural construct. The campaign signified, to me, a sassy and smart 
voice that embraced the shame and scrutiny of speaking out rather than feeling threatened by it. It also challenged the 
idea that women should quietly accept their subordinate status. Nisha Susan, one of the founders of the Pink Chaddi 
Campaign explained it quite well: "The only thing saving women from this 'bad world' is a sense of dignity. Partly this 
campaign is an attack on that idea. You don't need to be dignified to be safe. You just have to be yourself to be safe." 

"THE IMPORTANT THING TO RECOGNIZE, WHICH TOOK ME A LONG TIME TO 
UNDERSTAND, IS THAT MANY WOMEN THEMSELVES ACCEPT AND 
PROPAGATE THESE PATRIARCHAL BOUNDARIES."

WHY PINK UNDERWEAR? SWETA VOHRA



The final product, a film titled Pink Chaddis, ultimately serves a much greater purpose than just fulfilling a graduate 
school requirement. It is the acknowledgement of my disdain for the misogynistic and prejudicial methods of the Hindu 
right, my support for the female activists that fight against this every day, and my acceptance of a culture that must 
continuously be challenged rather than blindly followed.  

"[AS] ONE OF THE FOUNDERS OF THE PINK CHADDI CAMPAIGN EXPLAINED 
... "…THIS CAMPAIGN [CONVEYS THAT]... YOU DON'T NEED TO BE 
DIGNIFIED TO BE SAFE. YOU JUST HAVE TO BE YOURSELF TO BE SAFE..."

WHY PINK UNDERWEAR? SWETA VOHRA
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Bhakti, known fondly as "Chakuli" by her family is currently studying in ninth grade at the Mount 
Caramel Convent in Nagpur, India. She loves music, colors and textures. Chakuli finds strength 
from meditation, prayer and her family. It is her ambition to serve her country by joining the civil 
services or become a lawyer one day.  

LOOKING BACK BHAKTI GHATOLE

"I RECOGNIZED THAT THOUGH MY TWO VISUAL ORGANS (EYES) HAD BEEN 
REMOVED, MY THIRD EYE WISDOM – MY INNER EYE – HAD 
WIDELY AWAKENED."



"I asked for strength
God gave me difficulties to make me strong.

I asked for courage
God gave me dangers to overcome.

I asked for favours
God gave me opportunities.
I received nothing I wanted

But everything I needed.
My prayers have been answered"

"I RECEIVED NOTHING I WANTED ... BUT EVERYTHING I NEEDED."

LOOKING BACK BHAKTI GHATOLE

This is my story. God gave me not only difficulties and challenges, but also a strong will power and the determination 
and courage to work hard, to overcome them.  I want to tell you how God himself answered my prayers.

I was born on 6th December, 1994. I am told by my parents that I was a very healthy and beautiful baby. When I was still 
an infant, my mother found a brightened spot in my left eye and when they consulted the eye specialist, he diagnosed it 
as 'Retinoblastoma' (Cat's eye) - in other words, eye cancer. 

"Sometimes life hits you on the head with a brick." 

When I was just six months old, I went through a surgery and my left eyeball was removed. From that time onwards, my 
parents and I have been facing the challenges of life.

I was developing normally and when I turned five, I started Kindergarten at Mount Caramel School just like any other 
five-year-old. Then the year 2000 happened and tragedy struck again. My right eye also got affected.



Every possible effort was taken by my parents and other family members to save my eye, and I went through various 
treatments for four years in a number of hospitals all across India. The treatments were good but also painful and 
unbearable. I had twenty five high doses of chemotherapy and extreme beams of radiotherapy. My parents felt that the 
worst pain was watching their child in such severe pain. 

The doctors told us that in spite of giving me so many therapies, there were no signs of my eye getting any better, and 
therefore my right eye would also have to be removed. My family was totally shattered. If my second eye was also 
removed, then there would be total darkness for my whole life, and if it was not removed, that would be very dangerous 
for me. So, having no other way out, my family took the difficult decision of removing my second eye. 

The day of my operation came. My mother and I were sitting outside the operation theater. The doctors came to take me 
inside. I just hugged my mother and both of us cried very much. But somehow I managed to go with the doctors. As I 
was walking towards the operation theater, I thought about all the days of pain and sorrow which I had suffered. The last 
time when my eye was removed, I was too young to understand things, but now, I was old enough to feel the pain.

I wondered if all of our suffering until that day had been of no use. And if this day was going to come in my life anyway, 
then why did I have to go through so much pain and torture before? There was no one to answer my questions. With 
tearful eyes, I looked back once at my mother and entered the operation room.

The operation was DONE. The day that brought total darkness in my eyes was 1st April, 2004.  At home, my whole family 
cried for me and during the operation, all the doctors present also cried for their patient, who was just nine years old. 
After that, I was depressed for more than half the year. I hated life. 

"I NO LONGER FEEL THAT I AM DISABLED. INSTEAD, I FEEL I AM A 
SPECIAL CHILD AND A GIFT OF GOD TO MY PARENTS."

LOOKING BACK BHAKTI GHATOLE



"It is better to light a candle than to blame the darkness.”

Gradually, I received guidance through Yoga and Pranayam. It helped me like a boon to come out of my despair. My life 
was changed. I started smiling; started accepting and loving my life. I recognized that though my two visual organs 
(eyes) had been removed, my THIRD EYE WISDOM – MY INNER EYE – had widely awakened.

During these years, my school teachers and staff prayed for me. This helped me a lot and made me believe later on that 
'prayer is the greatest source that can move mountains and shift seas'. My teachers also gave me complete cooperation 
in my education. Thereafter, I gave oral examinations until fifth grade. My mother then became a member of an 
institution that provided me with recorded audio cassettes of my subjects of study. I learnt Braille. I also learnt how to 
use computers. Now, with the help of screen reading software, I can read and study all reading materials very well.  

I am presently studying in ninth grade and I score well above average in my tests.  I am very fortunate to be a student at 
a school, where I receive love and care. I am also very happy to have good home-tutors and to have a good auto-
rickshaw uncle who takes care of me with love and responsibility, making sure I get to school and then back home 
safely.

I no longer feel that I am disabled. Instead, I feel I am a special child and a gift of God to my parents. I do everything just 
like a sighted person.  I watch (hear) T.V shows and understand them, listen to music, play an electronic keyboard and 
read e-books.

The credit of who I am and where I am at today goes to my parents, family members, teachers and friends who prayed 
and blessed me generously. I feel renewed faith in the infinite possibilities of all people. I have come to the conclusion 
that I have a long walk ahead of me in my life, for which I have to take the right steps in the right direction. 

LOOKING BACK BHAKTI GHATOLE

"Prayer is the Key of the Day and Lock of the Night.
Parents are the soul of my body and friends are my heart.

They all are my eyes and they are only my light."
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While growing up in former Yugoslavia, it never occurred to Checha to want to live in any other 
place. Since immigrating in 1994 from her war-torn homeland with an education in architecture 
in hand, several countries have become home to her, each offering a different approach to 
working, living and loving. She came to Seattle to pursue a career in interior design and 
architecture. After years of collecting unique pieces of jewelry from all around the world and 
developing her connoisseur's eye and aesthetic, Checha recently began making her own 
jewelry. 

"I'VE COME TO REALIZE THAT THE KEY TO HAPPINESS IS TO STAY TRUE TO 
MYSELF AND EXPRESS FREELY. TO NURTURE ONE'S INDIVIDUALITY IS 
PARAMOUNT, AND THROUGH ITS EXPRESSION OTHER KINDRED SPIRITS WILL 
FIND YOU, WHEREVER YOU ARE." 

FLAMING FEATHERS CHECHA SOKOLOVIC



"FLAMING FEATHERS"
FINGER RING

"My use of unconventional materials and techniques makes my work a bold expression of individuality, intended for those
who are not afraid to make a statement and draw attention—a connection point  between them and their kindred spirits."  
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Moumita is a marketing professional whose body has a mind of its own; it dances no matter 
what, and finds its happiest, most liberated moments on stage. Moumita comes from her Ma 
and Baba. And Love. From bustling Indian small towns, from the smell of tube roses and rain-
drenched mud, from the sounds of dhaak and ghungroos, books by the gallon, mind on a career, 
and an errant phuchka somewhere.

"
FORTITUDE FROM WOMEN WHO HAD SEEN THE WORST AND OVERCOME IT 
ALL. I LEARNED TO LET GO OF MY OWN BARRIERS AND TO TALK OPENLY 
ABOUT MY BODY, MY SEXUALITY, MY RELATIONSHIPS, MY FEARS, MY 
FANTASIES, MY LOVE…"

I LEARNED MORE ABOUT HUMAN COURAGE THAN EVER BEFORE. I LEARNED 

TRUTH, TRUST AND COGNIZANCE- MY JOURNEY THROUGH YONI KI BAAT
MOUMITA BHATTACHARYA



It was October 2010. A slightly nervous, slightly skeptical me signed up for what I imagined to be a theatrical 
performance of sorts. Yoni ki Baat - the South Asian adaptation of Vagina Monologues in Seattle. It started with a letter of 
intent and then a series of original story-building workshops. Sounded perfect!
 
My intent was simple and quite apparent (at least to me). Vikram Seth's lines made their way into my letter of intent:
To make love with a stranger is the best
There is no riddle and there is no test…

I wanted to tell a story to strangers. I won't call it catharsis, but there is, somewhere, somehow, an immense satisfaction 
in being able to recount your story to a group of unknown faces in the dark. To be heard by strangers. 

Intent submitted, I was invited into the group... wonderful indeed! But once the workshops began, I was bewildered. I 
was not prepared for this whirlpool. A whirlpool of emotions, really. I was being asked questions that I did not want to 
answer. What does my Yoni fear? What does it fantasize about? What is my earliest memory? How do I define my 
mother? My father? What is my favorite smell? Taste? Personal questions, emotional questions, real questions -- all in 
front of fifteen women who had promised not to judge me. 

How do I speak these truths in front of strangers, non-judgmental notwithstanding? And how do I speak these truths in 
front of friends, four of whom sat next to me in the group. How would they judge me if I shared all – no diplomacy, no 
politeness, just raw feeling? How would this translate outside this closed room, outside this secure circle of trust? And 
how "secure" really is this so called "circle of trust"? These questions swarmed in my head and stared me crossly in the 
eye.

"I WAS BEING ASKED QUESTIONS THAT I DID NOT WANT TO ANSWER… 
HOW DO I SPEAK THESE TRUTHS IN FRONT OF STRANGERS ... HOW 
WOULD THEY JUDGE ME IF I SHARED ALL – NO DIPLOMACY, NO 
POLITENESS, JUST RAW FEELING?"
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Then, there were the answers. Some reflected my own...funny, happy, coy, bold. And others that shocked, disgusted and 
revolted as I confronted stories of abuse. Those who recounted these stories, sitting right next to me, were brave, crying, 
overcoming, failing, winning. Every day I returned from these workshops - more intelligent, more drained, more shocked, 
more exhausted. 

Other questions raged inside me. This is a play, or at least a kind of drama, right? So how are the workshops helping? 
Was this a road without an end, where we aimlessly amble and spend a few hours in therapy? Insecurities loomed large. 
Was Yoni ki Baat consuming me? I had promised not to judge. But here I was, judging the process, the very core of Yoni 
ki Baat. And I confess I was losing faith.

Yet, I returned every Sunday at 2pm, notebook in hand, smile on face. Some force – undefined – pulled me in. And as I 
sat through the workshops, I learned more about human courage ever before. I learned fortitude from women who had 
seen the worst and overcome it all. I learned to let go of my own barriers and to talk openly about my body, my sexuality, 
my relationships, my fears, my fantasies, my love. Somewhere along the way I not only found faith, but a sense of 
purpose and an ability to trust –  the space, the content, the participants, the leader.  I met women who changed me – in 
a lot of different ways. From those who inspired me (with their tales of courage and fortitude) to those who emboldened 
me (with their tales of sexuality and love) - I learned enormously from a group of enormously beautiful and talented 
women who held my hand and journeyed with me. They range in age between 25 and 50, with diverse upbringings, 
divergent worldviews, different priorities, yet with a strong common undercurrent of womanhood, integrity, and faith.

I sit here today, just days from the show, content. My initial doubts about how a "stage-able" show would emerge from 
these workshops have died a quiet death – we now have sixteen personal stories in four scenes – each story reflecting 
a unique personal, social, cultural, political, or sexual perspective and each scene adding to what is now an amazing 
overarching arc of a story for the show.  I'm content not just because I am proud of the show. 

"YET, I RETURNED EVERY SUNDAY AT 2PM, NOTEBOOK IN HAND, SMILE ON 
FACE. SOME FORCE – UNDEFINED – PULLED ME IN…SOMEWHERE ALONG 
THE WAY I NOT ONLY FOUND FAITH, BUT A SENSE OF PURPOSE AND AN 
ABILITY TO TRUST."
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I am content in the knowledge that Yoni ki Baat 2011 has already achieved what it set out to – for women to break out of 
a shell and embrace their truths, whether bitter, joyful, sexy, or just real. And all we need to do now is to let that truth 
breathe … in a new unknown world. The excitement of the unknown is palpable – in my team and in me – and that in 
itself is exhilarating. We are ready now, for the world to hear us speak. 
 
The Yoni ki Baat journey has been draining, challenging, tense, sometimes falling. Yet, it has always been redeeming, 
condoning, exuding love and warmth. Today I am strong, bold, pensive, perceptive, forgiving, warm, joyful. I wished upon 
a star and found it all: sisterhood, love, strength, and courage.

"I AM CONTENT IN THE KNOWLEDGE THAT YONI KI BAAT 2011 HAS 
ALREADY ACHIEVED WHAT IT SET OUT TO – FOR WOMEN TO BREAK OUT 
OF A SHELL AND EMBRACE THEIR TRUTHS ... AND ALL WE NEED TO DO 
NOW IS TO LET THAT TRUTH BREATHE…"

TRUTH, TRUST AND COGNIZANCE  MOUMITA BHATTACHARYA 
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Using video and photography, Gazelle work explores the intersection of her Afghan heritage and 
American upbringing, touching on both the personal and sociopolitical. Her photographs and 
videos have been exhibited across the US and internationally. Her writing has been published in 
One Story, Thirty Stories: An Anthology of Contemporary Afghan American Literature. Gazelle is a 
recipient of the Princess Grace Experimental Film Honoraria, the 1885 Graduate Fellowship in 
Arts and Humanities, and the Northern Trust Enrichment Award, among others. She received her 
Master's in Fine Arts in photography at the University of Arizona. She is represented in the 
Middle East by Lawrie Shabibi gallery, Dubai. 

"... [THE] CHALLENGE IS LETTING GO OF WONDERING HOW OTHER 
PEOPLE WILL RESPOND TO MY WORK, WHETHER IT'S A GALLERY 
OWNER OR THE AUDIENCE ... I AM GETTING BETTER ABOUT JUST 
MAKING ART TO MAKE IT ... "

IN DIALOGUE WITH GAZELLE SAMIZAY



SS – Gazelle, thanks so much for talking with us! I was on your website recently and watched your video "This will be 
the last--" for the nth time; it's one of my favorites.  Can you talk a little bit about what the inspiration behind that was?

GS – Well, at the time that I made it, I had a friend who was going through a bad breakup.  She was really smart, 
educated and independent, but she was in an emotionally abusive relationship.  I was noticing it in other women too, 
that they were all smart and educated and very independent in one way, but then on the other hand, in these bad 
relationships.  So, that was the beginning of the idea.  That piece was not just about bad relationships but also about 
feeling stifled to express any problems about the relationship due to social expectations, not wanting to look bad, not 
wanting to admit that there is anything wrong.

SS – What I really like about your videos is that even though they are pretty brief, they capture so much and they are 
very intense and impactful.  Another one I enjoyed and that made me cry was Upon My Daughter, what is the story 
behind that?

GS – You know, sometimes with my art, I randomly get one image in my mind.  Like with Upon My Daughter, I had this 
image of a spider web of threads over a person, and then I started brainstorming and working through the idea until I 
came up with the final idea. With "This will be the last—" I had this idea of washing a sheet over and over again.  I don't 
know why I get these images.  Then I do a lot of writing and figure out the whole idea for it. But I also found that both 
those videos were coming from a subconscious place because I also ended up having my own relationship problems 
that I was in denial about, and so it was coming through in my work. So with "This will be the last—", at that time, I 
really did think it was about my friend, but in hindsight, when I read the synopsis, I thought, "Wow, this is really about 
me!"

“
WITH "THIS WILL BE THE LAST—"... AT [FIRST], I REALLY DID THINK IT 
WAS ABOUT MY FRIEND, BUT IN HINDSIGHT, WHEN I READ THE SYNOPSIS, 
I THOUGHT, "WOW, THIS IS REALLY ABOUT ME!""

BOTH THOSE VIDEOS WERE COMING FROM A SUBCONSCIOUS PLACE ... 

IN DIALOGUE WITH GAZELLE SAMIZAY







Now that I'm older, I appreciate the trauma of dislocation, how that affects family life; how my parents were trying really 
hard to create a life for us while at the same time dealing with the trauma of having to leave.  That piece is also about 
that kind of liminal space of what home means, because as the main character occupies this home—the new home 
that's real and tangible--his mind is totally occupied with this other far off home that doesn't really exist.  Because he's 
so caught up with that, it backfires—he spills the tea and it disappears. The title of that piece, 9409 miles, refers to the 
miles from Kabul to Paris to DC to Pullman.

SS – What are some of the challenges that you come across with your work?

GS – I think the more recent challenge is letting go of wondering how other people will respond to my work, whether it's 
a gallery owner or the audience.  So, I am getting better about just making art to make it, and making it just for myself.  
Other than that sometimes I have challenges if the work is about something I am going through.  Then, sometimes, I 
don't want to work on it and I avoid it. 

A lot of my previous work was about a woman who was burdened by something and she's kind of stuck.  On the one 
hand, the positive part is, she realizes the problem she is facing is debilitating her, but the videos always end before you 
actually see some real positive change.  So lately, I've been trying to make videos about what comes after--like letting 
go or moving on.

SS – Was there a specific video that was especially hard to make and you really had to push yourself beyond your 
comfort zone?

"NOW THAT I'M OLDER, I APPRECIATE THE TRAUMA OF DISLOCATION ... 
HOW MY PARENTS WERE TRYING REALLY HARD TO CREATE A LIFE FOR US 
WHILE ... DEALING WITH THE TRAUMA OF HAVING TO LEAVE."
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GS  – Yeah, I think Upon My Daughter was kind of an excruciating piece because by the time I realized the idea, actually 
started creating it, I was going through a divorce with my husband at that time.  So that piece is particularly difficult.  
When you edit, you are watching something over and over again, and it was just hard to watch.  I was also trying to 
finish it for my thesis and for a show so there was no way out--I just had to finish the thing. 

Even now, I don't always like watching it.  I think it was kind of illuminating, in the sense that I didn't really realize how 
much pressure I had felt - social or familial.  I'm not saying my family was actually pressuring me, but in my mind 
saying, "I'm not happy, I don't want to be married," was not an option, and I didn't really realize that. I was so worried 
about disappointing others. So the video is very much about the women and the cultural expectations holding this 
person back.  I guess the videos make it so that I can't ignore my feelings about things.

"I DIDN'T REALLY REALIZE HOW MUCH PRESSURE I HAD FELT - SOCIAL OR 
FAMILIAL … I GUESS THE VIDEOS MAKE IT SO THAT I CAN'T IGNORE MY 
FEELINGS ABOUT THINGS."

IN DIALOGUE WITH GAZELLE SAMIZAY
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