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Mike: And I’ve been involved in cultural heritage exchange, intercultural exchanges, virtual exchanges, and cultural 
heritage studies for the last twenty years. I really believe that cultural heritage is something you find in a museum; 
cultural heritage is alive in the lives of the community. So that means that it’s always changing, it’s evolving; people 
have to decide what to keep and what to let go. I think in order to preserve cultural heritage, you need to engage 
directly with people, and the people need to have an opportunity to recognize their cultural heritage and to truly 
reflect together on its future and what it means to them. Some things they want to preserve, and some things they 
may want to change — and even some they want to abandon. The process of really working with cultural heritage is 
creating space for that kind of deliberation and that kind of collaboration within a community.  
 
It was an extraordinary opportunity: one that I cannot imagine being able to make happen in any other way except 
through this project, which consisted of an invitation to not just meet people or learn about a place, but to really 
walk right into the lives of people and be welcomed there, to listen to their stories, share perspectives, to debate, to 
discuss, to really get a feeling in the short amount of time we are here—only two weeks—for what this lived 
experience is like. So many, in fact all of our participants, have been changed — our lives have been transformed 
and will never be the same as a result of our opportunities to meet people where they live physically, emotionally, 
psychologically where they live. I think that life won’t be the same for us. I think that in some ways, each of us have 
gained insights and will continue to process this experience in a way that allows us to go home and wonder about 
our own heritage, wonder about how to connect stuff to other people’s, and to be thinking about things we can do on 
a personal and on a community level that make the world a better place for those who really are striving to make 
sense of their own stories and to envision a future that is bright for them, that’s full of promise. 
 

 
 
Collin: What were some of the differences you recognized between Karenni culture and American culture, and how 
have you adapted and integrated and how have you seen your community do that? So specifically, there is kind of a 
tension between things that you feel the culture pressure you to adopt: “you need to be more American” (whatever 
that means) “in these ways,” but also the desire to be true to your Karenni culture — and what is the tension there 
for you and your community? 
 
Pu Meh: So for me, when I first moved here, I was like around 13 or 14, so for me, if I speak for myself, I mean 
with the language it’s hard, but living the way that they live—the way that they’re eating, and the way that they 
dress—it’s kind of like not really hard for me to switch into. But for my family or my community, the struggle that I 
saw them face was how to live in a house full of the stuff that they have never seen before they moved here. Then 
the way that people live here is really different from where we came from, so I can see that they’re having a lot of 
struggles just like that’s the most simple thing living in a house and like “turn on and off.” So people would have to 
show us the way a couple of times—couple of times—how to use the oven, or, so like that’s the most simple stuff to 
start off with our new life here. So for me, like, the big two different things that I have faced was to choose what I 
should be taking in and learn from it and what I should stay away from.  
 
Collin: While you were here in India, we had the opportunity to work with Denotified Tribes as well as with Adivasi 
communities. Were there any similarities between Karenni culture and cultures and cultures that we experienced? 
Or, even, between DNT communities and Adivasi communities and the experience of refugees in the United States? 
Did you see any similarities there? 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CEUzQPIoqgM


Pu Meh: Yes: it’s like we’re the same people. Because, if I have to compare with back home and then with them 
here, we’re living the same, I feel like we’re living [on] the same ground. Because, like, the main point is that it’s 
their body, but they don’t have control over their body — like control over their life. Their life is in somebody’s 
hands, so that’s how we live like when we were back in the refugee camp. And we, like we just ate what they gave 
to us, and so same as here. They just don’t want us to be successful: they’re just keeping us away from all these 
amazing opportunities that we could be having or we could be reaching but they don’t want us to have any of those 
Because they know that if we have all of that, we will be — who will know what can happen next. So I feel like 
we’re just one family here; that I have seen them, how they’re living, so it’s exactly what I have been through ten 
years ago. 
 

 
 
Joanie: Traditionally, the Hopi are a lot more attuned to their traditions and they want to keep that knowledge 
going, but I was raised in the city so it’s a little hard for me to hold onto that tradition — but I try my hardest to do 
that.  
 
Mike: You said that because you’re coming from that urban experience, that you’re trying to hold onto the 
traditions. So I was asking, in the past, what’re ways you’ve tried to do that typically? 
 
Joanie: So there’s a movement called “decolonization” and mainly it has to do with decolonization of your mind — 
trying to think in ways that the Hopi thought before the United States was colonized, and trying to acknowledge the 
colonialist thoughts that come into my mind and differentiating them.  
 
Mike: Maybe you could tell me a little about any insights that you had as a result of meeting our friends from India 
and getting to know their story, the story of the Chhara, and that sort of thing. Did you get any insights into anything 
that arose as a result of those interactions? 
 
Joanie: I didn’t know so much about their organization, so when I started to learn about it, it was really inspiring to 
hear that they actually care about tribal people and they want to help retain that tradition and help their current 
situations. There are not really a lot of programs like that in the United States. 
 
Mike: So Bhasha was unique in that regard? 
 
Joanie: Yeah. 
 
Mike: in their dedication to working with people so closely. You were one of six people who were contributing 
images to the virtual exchange. I’m curious if you would just share a little about the process you went through in 
deciding which image to share and what that process meant to you? 
 
Joanie: It was actually really hard because a lot of my culture is on the reservation — but I don’t live on the 
reservation, and it’s really hard to get there. So I tried to focus more on being an urban Native American and finding 
aspects of my culture there. So I found “fry bread” which is something that all Indians have, and it’s a result of 
colonization. And that’s such a big, important part of our history. I also focused on paintings in DIA because those 
— 
 
Mike: DIA being? 
 



Joanie: Denver International Airport. Because they showed pictures of Native Americans in modern times, which is 
something that is not usually shown. There is kind of this narrative that Native Americans aren’t alive anymore, that 
they’ve been completely genocided, but that’s not true. I’m still here.  
 
Mike: The in-person exchange here in India—we’ve all had an amazing opportunity to visit with communities, to 
visit with activists, and those who are trying to work with communities to preserve cultural heritages or aspects of it 
that are valuable to them—can you just take a moment and kind of pick an experience that stood out to you as being 
especially meaningful and then share why that would be? 
 
Joanie: [unclear] was just really sad because they’ve been displaced so many times and, which I don’t think it 
would have been a problem if it were back before the British took over, because they are originally nomadic, but 
now they don’t know how to survive [unclear] and they’re just struggling so hard. I just want them to retain that 
traditional knowledge so that way they can survive in this colonialist time that seems like it is set out to destroy 
them. People want to teach their children western education they don’t want them to practice their cultures which is 
heartbreaking because I think indigenous people need to survive; I don’t think that western culture is a sustainable 
culture.  
 
Mike: The end of our exchange is coming up, and we’ll be leaving soon and returning to the world that we’re much 
more familiar with. So what do you think you’re taking back with you? Are there any perspectives, commitments, or 
anything that you kind of formulated, as a result of your experience here, that you’d like to bring into your life at 
home? 
 
Joanie: I think I’m not one for fast processing and thinking. So I think this experience is going to enrich my 
knowledge as time goes on, but I have mixed feelings right now. I am kind of feeling hopelessness in indigenous 
ways of thriving, but also inspired because of the Bhasha Research Centre and all that it does. 
 

 
 
Larissa: From my experience, as a person who is African American, a lot of our culture has not been preserved, and 
the culture that we have now as African Americans is probably make-shifted some 200 years ago. There is probably 
a lot of things that we have left behind and lost because we had to. Similar to other communities, like the 
language—we could not speak the language that we natively knew or spoke back home; you had to learn something 
else, specifically English. Then you could also not do traditional dances, you could not do celebrations, you pretty 
much just had to work—whatever they wanted you to work and do what they wanted you to do and you had no way 
to get up on the social ladder, and you did it for the sake of surviving. But I also realize how privileged—I don’t 
want to say “privileged”— but how much our experience is talked about and explained more so than the experience 
of other communities, with African Americans, because it’s not a secret that slavery happened, and it’s not a secret 
that so many other things—other than slavery or servitude, rape, forced assimilation, loss of culture—it’s not a 
secret that it happened, but it’s not readily talked about, but I still feel like, in some ways, we have more of a 
platform to speak really on our issues, and people know more about what we’ve experienced than communities that 
are more indigenous.  
 
I like the project because it seemed like it was doing more than just trying to get publication for something, a project 
for a grant, and getting more money to publish more information — it actually seemed like it was something that 
would people would hopefully have implemented in their own community because there are many people whose 
stories have not been recorded, many people who probably have a lot of information and experience and history that 
people either completely disregard or all they want to do is just get a cash-in and then say “hey we did this with this 
one community and we’re multicultural because we did this one project.” And this project didn’t seem like those; it 



seemed like one that wanted to truly know what was actually happening in these communities, what they’re 
currently experiencing, what their culture is, and it actually seemed like it trusted in actually learning rather than 
teaching anything, and rather than simply wanting to know for the sake of seeming that they were current. 
 
Going back to your biggest question about when they first came to Colorado to see us, my first impressions: I was 
just really shocked that there were groups of people that were still able to hold onto so much, after experiencing 
something very similar to what African Americans and Native Americans have experienced transitioning after a 
post-colonial world. And so much has been lost here—and when I say “here” I don’t mean India, I mean the United 
States—information has been lost, and I’m sure that so much has been lost here too, but it gave me hope that there 
actually is a way to still hold onto something and not to be completely discouraged. But it was really inspiring to see 
that, even though there are many people who probably have left the community, and specifically I’m speaking here 
of Chharanagar, and who have probably not gone back because they’re trying to [unclear] which is really 
disappointing. But it seems like on a group level, people still are united in a way that says that they know where they 
come from; so when they came I was just really inspired by they way they were using art as a way to tell their story, 
and to also be so honest in a way that was not being purely aggressive. Even spending time with them and seeing 
how they connected to other cultures—like with the Chicano movement, with the Latin America, African 
Americans, Native American—in the United States and other cultures that have that kind of attached-American to 
them. It’s amazing how much we say “I’ve had this experience” and they can say “I’ve had that exact same 
experience” so it’s amazing how much similarity there is between marginalized communities.  


