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Background: Since August 2016, Rachna Khare has been the executive director of Daya, an organization 
based in Houston, Texas focused on helping South Asian women, children, and families who are victims 
of domestic abuse. In this interview, she shares her experience growing up in Sugarland as an Indian 
American and how her family values have influenced her perspective. She also elaborates on how Daya 
has changed over the years in both specific initiatives and overall structure, and she speaks to the 
relationship between Daya and other domestic violence shelters. 

Setting: The interview was conducted in the Rachna’s office at Daya and lasted about an hour. 
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Interview Transcript:  
TH: Recording? Okay. [pause] Okay, um, my name is Tian-Tian He, uh I'm here on Wednesday, Ju—
June the 6th, 2018, uh interviewing Rachna Khare for the Houston Asian American Archive.  

CW: And I'm Chelsey Wen, also here to interview.  

TH: Okay. Um, so could you just quickly introduce yourself, um, like where and when were you born? 

RK: Sure, yeah. My name is Rachna Khare, I was born here in Houston actually, October 22nd, 1981. 

TH: Okay. Um, so what was it like growing up in Houston? 

RK: Um, I loved it. So it was really cool, I got to grow up in Sugarland, um but at the time, so early 80's, 
Sugarland just wasn't as diverse as it is now. So my parents, we did a lot of— 
most of the things we did were in Houston. So when we went out to eat, it would be in the city, or we 
would go to the ballet, or we'd go to the theater, or we'd go to like the international festival, things like 
that. Even going to the movies, like we would come out to— 
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I remember going out to Greenway Plaza when it was just like an indie movie theater, back in the like 
early 90's. So growing up, when we—you know, all of the time we spent at home was obviously in 
Sugarland, and I went to school in Sugarland, but um, all of the social activities we did were primarily in 
Houston. And most of our family friends—we didn't have immediate family living here, but our family 
friends who are essentially family, um they were all living in different parts of Houston, Clear Lake, 
Pasadena, so we all kind of spent time at each other's houses too, and picnics in the park, and things like 
that. And so most of that happened in the Houston area until about high school, when our family friends 
kind of moved over to Sugarland, and then there also like—there became like First Colony Mall opened 
in Sugarland, and that was a big deal, and um so we started doing a lot more things like within the 
suburbs that we lived in. [TH: Oh] Yeah 
 
TH: Um so did your parents immigrate here? 
 
RK: They did, yes, so both of them are from India, and my dad immigrated to New York, to Rochester, to 
um complete his PhD, I believe that was in 1973. And then um him and my mom were married in, I think 
they're hitting like 40 years now, so they were married in '77 or '78, I believe, and so that's when she 
moved over as well, and they lived in Rochester, um, before coming to Houston, where he did his post-
doc. Yeah. 
 
TH: Um, what were their jobs? 
 
RK: So my dad has a PhD in physics, so he was a student in Rochester, and then he had a post-doc, um in 
Houston. Um, he was—he then started working at Exxon, um uh, oil company, [TH: Mhm] pretty soon 
thereafter. My mom, it's interesting, she had a—she has a master's degree um from India in—in biology. 
And her dream was always to become a doctor. Um, for part of their—part of his post-doc, he traveled 
quite a bit, like they lived for a couple years in Germany, like they, you know they did a lot of traveling. 
And um she tried to kind of get into medical school but they were never really anywhere long enough, so 
when she came here she did a program in nuclear medicine technology, to um become a technician. So 
she runs like EKGs, and stress tests and things like that. And she did that at Methodist Hospital and then 
for a private doctor, for um probably close to 30 years. She retired very recently when she became a 
grandma, that's when she retired,[TH: Oh, okay] yeah.  
 
TH: Um, do you know how it was for them to immigrate here, or? 
 
RK: Um, like the process itself, I don't—you know I don't think that they had too many um, like logistical 
barriers, in terms of actually getting here and t—visas and things like that. That part wasn't as difficult 
because he was already a student, so it made it a lot easier. And then, I believe, shortly thereafter like 
when he first got his job at Exxon, I believe he was on an H1B, which also was more prevalent at that 
time, I think it's, it’s a harder thing to do now. Um, not taking away from that—you know, it was still 
very difficult for them. But definitely assimilating was really, really hard. So my mom came over here, 
um, you know from her dad's house in India, and she moved to an apartment in Rochester, New York, in 
the snow, and you know like—she had never even really experienced that before, um, and just culturally 
it was different. She has such funny stories, like you know they don't eat— 
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eat—there's no beef that's eaten in India there, and she grew up in a Hindu family. And she said they went 
to a neighbor's house for like dinner one day, and they served beef, and she ate it [TH and CW laugh] 
because she was like, "I don't know," right? And then she was like, "Oh my gosh, this is delicious!" So 
she tells this story about how before she knew it was beef, and then she sort of reconciled to herself, she's 
like, "Well, it's an American cow [TH laughs] so that makes it okay," you know.  
 
And um, so she has lots of funny stories like that, you know, and she's really, really smart, um, but she—
when she first—first started working, it would be like, she was um, like a gift wrapper at JC Penney, and 
um there was a store called Service Merchandise which is no longer in business, but it was similar to like 
um, like a Sears almost, where they sell like a bunch of different things, and she was a cashier there, she 
worked the floor there. Um and so those were interesting times for her 'cause she, you know, she hadn't 
done things like retail before, and she came with such a strong uh educational background, like wanting to 
be a doctor and then having to kind of go this completely different route. She used to babysit and things 
like that for um kids in the neighborhood and those types of things. So it was difficult. She learned 
English by watching General Hospital. So [laughs] you know. And I've heard that from multiple 
immigrant families, where they say soap operas, there's so much dialogue, that that's really like a great 
way to practice your English. [laughs] Yeah.  
 
TH: Okay, um, so growing up, what did you want to be? 
 
RK: I went through a lot of different phases. So I wanted to be, when I was young, like a little kid, when 
we first learned about dinosaurs I was like, "That's it, I wanna be a paleontologist," right, for sure. And 
then I wanted to you know, like wanted—elementary school, I wanted to be like an artist or a teacher, 
things like that. Um, at some point you know I really got into creative writing, and won some awards for 
it, and I was really into creative writing, and thought like, "Oh, I would love to write a book someday." 
But um, you know as I kept getting older and older, I just realized that I have a ton of interests, and so I 
was pretty unsure, up until you know my twenties, of what I wanted to be when I grew up, you know. So 
um, so that was an interesting time. I went—I've done a lot of different things, yeah.  
 
TH: Yeah, um, so I saw on your Linkedin [laughs] that you were a biology major?  
 
RK: Yeah, I was. So I was—actually, I started as a communications major. Um, with the thought of 
maybe doing something like PR. So we grew up in this amazing city, Houston's so diverse, I see so many 
different kinds of people here, and I got to Austin, it was a little bit of culture shock. 'Cause I was like, 
wait, I—I see white people I see Asians, but like where are all the brown and black people? They—
they—it just really, I'm sure they're there, but you know I just didn't see it as much as—I mean you walk 
down any street in Houston and it's every kind of person you can imagine. And so as a communications 
major, I felt really um out of place, 'cause it was a lot of—and I’m su—you know they were all lovely...it 
uh—people, but it was a lot of white, blonde, very sort of traditional Texan, um, women. And so I 
thought, I’m—I didn't know that this is where I was gonna fit in. I was student council president at my 
high school, and so I—I uh—I applied, or I ran for some sort of like leadership role in the 
communications school, and didn't get it, and I thought—and when I saw who got it, I mean it was like 
really, just—everybody kind of looks the same and I thought, you know, maybe [laughs] I need to go find 
my people in the school of natural sciences. So um, the reason I was doing that was, you know, a lot of 
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people were pre-med, I really wanted to do something um like optometry or physical therapy, something 
that wasn't as intense as medical school that—but was still a helping profession. Um, and I ended up not 
doing that either. So what happened was, then I got—right after school I um, was struggling—didn't 
really know what I wanted to do. I moved to Los Angeles, was trying to pursue the uh physical therapy 
side of things, didn't love it, because it was so focused on like, the human body and how it moves and I 
think I'm just more big-picture than that, although I—I have so much respect for people who are that 
detail-oriented.  
 
But I—I came back to Houston and I was just working in like retail, I was working at like one of my 
favorite little boutiques, trying to figure out what I wanted to do next, and I got a call from um, MD 
Anderson, where I had applied like, a year before. And somebody said—her name was Carolyn. [TH 
laughs] I won't forget this. She said, "You know, I found one page of your resume on my fax machine, 
and I'm just seeing if you're looking for a job." It was so serendipitous, actually, and I wasn't looking for a 
job 'cause I had one, but I said, "You know, let me go like do this interview anyway." And I really liked 
it. And it was in clinical research, and it was um for gastroenterology cancers, um, I made amazing 
friends there, the team was great, and I learned that you know, you can help people through clinical 
research. So I got face-to-face contact with patients, I was the one consenting people [TH laughs] and 
explaining the studies to them and collecting their samples and things like that. But you—it was great 
relationship-building and it was cool to see how you could be a part of something bigger. Um, and I had 
great mentors there, who gave me a lot of autonomy to work on grants and work on budgets, and then I 
realized I really liked the admin side of…of research really. Um, but then the more I thought about it I 
was like, what I really like is the admin side of helping underserved populations. 'Cause that's a lot of the 
work we were doing, we were doing low-cost cancer screening tools. [TH: Okay] Um, and that's what 
brought me to Rice, and then that's what brought me to Daya. Yeah. 
 
TH: Um, so what did you do at Rice? 
 
RK: I was executive director of the Global Health Institute, Rice 360. So um, I worked directly under our 
faculty director, Dr. uh, Rebecca Richards-Kortum. I had—I met her when I was like 22, when I was 
working at MD Anderson, or 23 maybe, and I was her research coordinator. Um, she—she was on the 
Rice side, but we were her clinical partner. And um, you know she just really is a great person to push 
you to do really amazing work. And so um, when I was looking for work in Houston again, when I was—
I was away from Houston making a move back, I reached out to her and she was like, "Absolutely, let's 
make this happen." And so I was leading—I started off leading a project that was um, implementing a 
low-cost bubble CPAP machine for premature babies in Malawi. And then we—it grew to all kinds of 
different devices that were geared at neonatal and maternal health in Malawi. [TH: Okay, cool.] Yeah. 
 
TH: Um, so this is a bit of a vague question, but how do you think like all of this previous work has 
helped you at Daya? 
 
RK: Um, so the best thing that I've learned is um, you know what it really means to be an executive 
director, and I think the answer to that is, hiring really smart people, and listening to them. And so I 
always say like, the greatest thing that I've learned through all of my career is that um, the answers come 
from everyone around you, and when you're looking at really big problems, like we're looking at domestic 
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violence as a public health problem, it's— and 1 in 3 women um are affected by domestic violence 
worldwide and that doesn't matter what country you're from, none of that really plays a role in—in it, 
doesn't matter what income level or religion, you know, it hits everybody in the same way. And what I've 
learned is when you're looking at such complex problems, it takes lots of different minds, and it takes 
kind of putting aside your ego and really, really listening. Um, the other thing that I learned and I learned 
this specifically at MD Anderson, I was hired as a research data coordinator. I started off making 28,000 
dollars a year, and I had a—a—you know, degree from UT in biology, I was really—and it really is not 
that much money. What I learned to do, and I learned it from my—my coworkers and I learned it from 
my parents, is to stretch outside of your job description. So I um would always ask for more things, I 
would say like, "Can I help on this grant budget? Can I help write this grant?" You know, so it was about 
never saying, "Oh, that—that's not in my job description." It's not a sentence you'll ever really hear me 
say. [TH: Okay] I may think it, [TH laughs] in my frustrated moments, when I'm really tired, like, "Ugh, 
this isn't my job." But I don't ever really follow through with that thought process. [TH: Okay] Yeah. 
 
TH: That's good advice, yeah. Um, okay so how did you become interested in uh like women's rights and 
domestic violence? Has it always been an interest of yours? 
 
RK: Yeah. So I had—I grew up with two um pretty feminist parents, which is very lucky. And um, we 
could have these great debates about lots of different things in—in our house, and we do. Um, everybody 
is—it's nice because we're sort of debating the minutiae of things. We're all pretty liberal, I know a lot of 
people who grow up with very conservative parents and it's harder to do that, um, but when you're 
growing up with like... the baseline is fairly liberal, it's easier to really delve in and talk about the nuances 
of things. And we used to especially talk about like how women are treated overseas, especially in India, 
we would talk a lot about—and we would debate a lot about the pros and cons of like arranged marriage, 
these are—and it's interesting, I know a lot of my South Asian friends didn't have these debates with 
their—with their dad and mom, but—but I did, and um, that—so that started at a pretty young age. Also, I 
have—like my dad and mom, and especially my dad, is really big into like social justice, even though he 
doesn't do any kind of like activism work. He always really talked about it a lot with us. He talked about 
um, how black people are treated in this country, how um, you know as—as we got older, and this—this 
is obviously all pre-9/11, after 9/11 you know I think those lessons could be said the same for um 
Muslims in this country as well, but um, it was always part of like our conversations, and then when I 
started doing the work at MD Anderson, um, I realized that what I was drawn to was the fact that there 
was all these communities that weren't getting this amazing healthcare like they are at MD Anderson. And 
I started to look at these communities, and I'm like, "Oh, these are generally communities of color, and 
mainly women."  
 
And a lot of the research was going into cancers that truly just like, didn't—you know it wasn't on like 
cervical cancer, you know, it was—now there's, you know there is quite a bit of work on cervical cancer, 
but when I was there I—I could—I recognized that there were um, there wasn't that much innovative stuff 
happening around women's rights. Um, I still feel that way to a certain extent you know, and that's why I 
do what I do. And any time we're looking at like domestic violence I try to think about how people have 
done it before, and how we can do it differently. Um, whether that's incorporating technology, or just 
different ways to connect with clients, um, partnering with other organizations better, 'cause I think in the 
nonprofit world, we tend to sort of be in our box and think like, this is what we do and this is how we do 
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it, and here's the sheet of paper that the client fills out. Well, what if they can't get out of their house to fill 
out your sheet of paper? What are some ways around that? So um, I just have always been interested in 
bringing innovation to women's issues, 'cause I feel like it's missing.  
 
TH: Okay, um, how about your grandparents, were they liberal? Like how did your parents get to be… 
 
RK: You know, I don't know. I didn't know my grandparents very well because they lived in India, my 
grandmother on my dad's side lived with us for a couple of months, but I was so young I barely remember 
that. Um, I don't know. My mom talks a lot about how her dad—so she was the youngest of 5. And it's 3 
girls and 2 boys. And it was kind of the tossup between her going to medical school, or her brother. [CW: 
Mhm] And she still talks about it to this day, how her dad let her brother go to medical school, and not 
her. And um, and how that really impacted her life. Like she really, I believe, thinks—and knows, and it 
would've been—that her life would've been a lot different. She doesn't have regrets about what her life is, 
'cause she's got great daughters, [all laugh] and you know, to hang out with, and wonderful grandchildren, 
but it's—when she thinks about her life professionally, she knows that um, what she ended up doing 
wasn't like her full potential, really. So I imagine that was really difficult.  
 
Also, she tells these stories about when they were arranging her marriage, what that process was like, and 
it—it kind of blows my mind. Like, I'm just like, this is just the craziest thing. It's funny now, you know 
she tells stories about how when she didn't like one of the guys, she would like completely sabotage the 
family visit [TH laughs] and things like that, and she would get in trouble for it, um—she'll hate that this 
is on camera. [all laugh] But you know, I thought—I think it's really brave. I—I like those stories a lot. 
And when I learned those stories about my mom, I was like, that's so cool that you did that. That you kind 
of fought that, as for—you know, for when you really didn't like somebody. Um, so she had her own little 
ways of—of being a feminist. I don't know really, you know I think both sets of parents were probably 
pretty tradi—both sets of grandparents were probably pretty traditional, from what I hear. But I also think 
um, even if they weren't, we wouldn't have known about it, 'cause it's probably not a thing people talked 
about very much.  
 
TH: Okay. [RK: Yeah] Uh, so your parents had an arranged marriage? 
 
RK: My parents did, yeah, [TH: Oh that’s cool] uh-huh. 
 
TH: But how do they feel about arranged marriages in general? 
 
RK: Um, so... we go back and forth, these are one of the things that we talk about so much, 'cause it's 
like, on one side, on one end, it's interesting, like your family does know you so well, and similarity—and 
as I've gotten older, I've realized that you know, that whole opposites attract thing is probably great for 
dating and not so great for marriage, maybe it is. But um, but they—they feel different ways about it. Like 
in some ways, they're like, oh, it works for some—it works for some people right, like some people um 
have a couple weeks to date or get to know each other. Some—sometimes it's a setup, and sometimes it's 
like a "you get married". My mom met my dad on their wedding day, which just—I can't even imagine. 
So um, you know it's not that they have regrets about it, but I don't think either of them find it to be a 
particularly romantic way to get married. [all laugh] [TH: Okay] Which makes sense. [TH: Okay] My 
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mom more so than my dad, my dad will sort of say like, "You know, most arranged marriages don't end 
in divorce," and me and my mom are like, "Well, there's like a fallacy in that argument 'cause most like 
South Asian people aren't, you know, divorce is a—a huge stigma." So there's that. [TH: Yeah, you can 
still be unhappy when you're married. [laughs]] Yeah, absolutely, absolutely, yeah. 
 
TH: Okay, um, so last question about your background. Um, as a member of the Indian-American 
community, uh, what's your experience of the racial dynamic in Houston? 
 
RK: Um, I go back and forth. So right now, like current 2018 Houston, I think is fantastic. I really—I 
lived in New York, I lived in LA, I also lived in Arkansas. And I can tell you, of all those places where I 
lived, the integration I see is the best in Houston. Like even in New York—and New York is fantastic, I 
love it, it's like one of my favorite cities. But the neighborhoods are very specific. And I think it's because 
you're all crammed together, so you find your communities, and because Houston is so spread out the way 
that it is, these communities form—you know, there's South Asian people that are in the Med Center, 
they're also in Hillcroft, they're also in Sugarland, right, like they're kind of everywhere. And they also 
intermix with all of the other different kinds of people. So like even just where we work here in 
Westchase, you have an Ethiopian restaurant next to an Indian restaurant next to a Columbian restaurant, 
right? And so—all owned by people of that ethnicity. So um, in that way I love, I truly love the racial 
dynamic of Houston, of all the cities I've been to, it’s—it's my favorite. Um, but at the same time, maybe 
in the suburbs it's a little bit different. I remember growing up in Sugarland, it really was that most of the 
Indian kids hung out together and most of the Asian kids—like other Asian kids hung out together, and 
most of the Hispanic kids hung out together.  
 
And I thought that that was so interesting. It's not that we weren't friends, but that was like your core 
group. [TH: Mhm] Mine really wasn't like that because I wasn't really involved in many um, like cultural 
organizations growing up, and I wasn't involved in like temples or churches or anything like that. So mine 
was more like, I did student council, I—those were my friends, I did like, dance teams, those were my 
close friends. So—but it was interesting, because I saw all the other kinda Indian kids being like, "Oh, 
she's not really like that Indian." Right, [CW: Mhm] like—I would get a lot of that. I didn't care too 
much, but it was just, you know. It's—I thought it was interesting. So I don't know if that's like a suburb 
thing or if that happens like in the city as well. But I like it. As an adult now, I see a lot of um, integration 
of the, of the different races here in Houston. One of my favorite things to do is go to Miller park—uh, 
Miller Outdoor Theater, on the—on the weekends when they have like those free concerts, and you look 
around and you just see like, the diversity of Houston, [CW: Mhm] and it's so cool. All like the interracial 
relationships, and families that people just look so different from each other and it makes me really 
happy. I like that a lot. 
 
TH: So you think because of Houston's geography, it actually helps like, integrate us? 
 
RK: I think it does. I think it does because you—you have to kind of live by where you work, or else 
you're gonna be in traffic all day. [TH: Mhm] And so I think it creates these…these interesting pockets, 
like the Southwest side is very—you know lots of Indian people live there, but um, you know, in North 
Houston there's a significant like Bangladeshi population, right. So I think it's um, and then at the same 
time on the Southwest side there's lots of like Hispanic people that live there too, you know, there's lots of 
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black people there as well. So I think it just um, I think our geography makes it as such um to where, you 
connect with the people who are around you, whether they look like you or not. [TH: Mhm] 'Cause you 
may have to go really far to find somebody that looks like you. If—if they're not right—if they're not your 
neighbor, you know. [laughs] [TH: Okay.] Versus in a place like New York, where there is like a very 
specific Little Italy, and there is a very specific, um, Chinatown. And I know there is here too, but Chi—
the Chinese community in Houston also lives in First Colony, they also live—you know, it's—it’s more 
like disparate.  
 
TH: Yeah, okay. Um, so moving on to Daya, how did you find out about Daya? 
 
RK: So I found out about Daya through the United Way. Um, I really love the United Way because it 
gives—it's a great way to really kind of look and see what all the different nonprofits in the city are doing 
and I think there's like over 2300 or something crazy, big number of nonprofits here. Um, but I found out 
about Daya through the United Way. And I found out when they were looking for an executive director. I 
had actually not heard of Daya, which is interesting because I am Indian-American, and um, I think that is 
also kind of a testament to the fact that it wasn't really like the circle of like who I was hanging out with 
when I was living here and when I grew up here. At the same time I feel like Daya was um, reaching an 
older audience, um for the first sort of part of their—you know they've been around for—Daya's been 
around for 22 years. So I think for the first like decade, decade and a half, it was really reaching a very 
specific group of people. Um, I'm hoping that we're changing that, we're seeing the dynamics change 
quite a bit, in age, we're getting a lot of um younger clients, which I think is great because I think it means 
that um people are seeking help early on in—in relationships and not waiting to be married 30 years and 
then get out of an abusive relationship, so. 
 
TH: So how—how old was the first like, target audience? 
 
RK: Um, the target audience was always supposed to be everybody, [TH: Yeah] it was always supposed 
to be. Um, and when I started, I was told that the t—like the median age was like probably in the mid-
30's. Which I thought was young actually, because I was expecting it to be older, um, and I don't know 
why I was expecting it to be that way, I don't know if it was something with the branding at the time, or 
the kinds of outreach that were done, or because it was run by our board members who are of the 
generation before me. [TH: Mhm] And so it was run by board members who then I thought, oh they—
you know, then the clients must look kind of like the board members, who are the staff at the time. Our 
staff looks really different now, so we have lots of different ages, we have so you know, like 24-year-old 
social worker, you know I'm almost 40, we have [inaudible name] here who's been here for a decade, so 
we are—and then we still have our board members very involved, they're the generation above ours, some 
of our volunteers are part of that same generation, so I think we're diversifying in terms of um, different 
kinds of South Asian, as well as age, for sure.  
 
TH: Okay. Um, uh so when did you join Daya, and what motivated you to? 
 
RK: So it was August of 2016, and what motivated me was when I was at Rice, and I was doing um work 
for maternal health in Malawi, I really thought I wanted to do something local, for Houston. Um, in terms 
of... either healthcare or public health around women's rights. Um, and I knew I wanted to do that. And as 
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we went through strategic planning at Rice—at Rice 360, it was clear that there was definitely like a local 
focus that was going on, especially like in the valley and things like that. So creating low-cost healthcare 
technologies for people domestically as well. Um, but at the same time, I know that the real focus was—
it—it's global health... the focus is international, and I just was looking for something new, something 
really, really local, and then I saw that Daya was looking and I thought, "Okay, not only is this Houston, 
but it's specific to the South Asian community in Houston," like, that's as focused as I can kind of get. 
And so um, I thought was real—would be a really interesting change from going from something that is 
making incr—Rice 360, which is making incredible impact on a global level, to something that is making 
incredible impact on this really focused population that's underserved in our city.  
 
TH: Um, so what was your role then, and has it changed from now? 
 
RK: Yeah. Uh, wait, role when I first started at Daya? [TH: Yeah.] Yeah, so I was—I came on as 
executive director and I was um, they had had an interim executive director to kind of help through the 
process of moving from being a board-run organization to a staff, executive director-run organization. So 
I came on as their sort of first permanent executive director. Um, but our board is wonderful in that they 
weren't just like throwing me in and saying like, "Okay, see you later!" So they really were um super 
hands-on at the beginning, helped me learn all about the history, about the grants, introduced me to all of 
our funders and our donors, so they really kind of walked me through that and held my hand through that, 
which was so helpful. Um, by the second year, it's—it's been really great because now I still call on them 
for help on, um, can you introduce me to this person that I know you know, or who is this donor, which I 
know that—has been donating to Daya for like 20 years but maybe I haven't met them yet. Um, can you 
help me write this grant here and there. But at the same time, they have—they have described it a little bit 
as um, watching your child like learn to drive. [all laugh] That's how they described it, where at first 
they're kind of like, "Okay, what is she doing?" and now it's like um, you know, they'll be like, "What 
did—what's going on?" You know, like they—they're just not worried anymore, which, it feels good, and 
they're still extremely supportive and involved, but in the ways that really help—help us, because now 
they're not bogged down with the administration, and you gotta pay this check, and you gotta—you know, 
they're—they're more, they can be more big-picture, and look at how do we want to grow, what other 
communities do we want to help, who do we need to be reaching out to to get more funding, who do we 
need to be reaching out to to get more clients, to get more people to come out of the shadows of domestic 
violence. So they can work on those big-picture things now. 
 
TH: Um, so I'm not really sure how the board works, [RK: Mhmm.] um so why did you switch to a s—
from board to staff-run? 
 
RK: Oh, yes. So board-run—so a board is all volunteers. [TH: Okay.] So these are people that are either 
working or retired, and then they're giving all their time basically to running this organization. But the 
difference is, I mean, they're usually working or retired, so they have like lives that they need to live 
[laughs] and um, and when it's board-run also, the board—there's um, certain uh, there's board terms, 
basically. So a board member only really stays on an organization for about 6 years, and then maybe they 
roll off and they can come back 2 years later. It's meant to be—'cause nonprofits belong to the 
community, it's meant to be that board members roll on and off, so that they never really feel like "Okay 
this is my organization." It actually belongs to the community. Um, and I think they've done a great job of 
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that. And so the switch to executive director means, you have some—you have so much more 
accountability. So you have somebody that's here that is—like this is my living, this is how I make my 
living. So it's a lot different, it's not a volunteer position. And so it positions us to do a lot more work, 
which we—which we have. We've reached um, a lot more we you—we—you know, in 2017 we reached 
a record number of clients, more than has ever happened in Daya's 22-year history. We um went from a 
budget of you know about 400,000 and now we're pushing almost a million. And so those are things that 
happen when you have staff that's like dedicated, 40 hours a week—plus, um, to this work. And our board 
members are still extremely dedicated, but they can work on like the community relations and cultivation 
of donors and cultivation of community contacts, while we work on counseling the clients, writing the 
grants, getting the money in, making sure the organization is running. 
 
TH: Okay. So, I mean it seems like already a huge shift from—when you first got hired, but um, [RK: 
Uh-huh] like what were some of the biggest changes or new programs that Daya had while you were—
while you were here? 
 
RK: While I was here, one of the biggest programs that we got involved in was our rapid rehousing 
program. And so we got this grant in 2017, and um previously Daya used to have a transitional home. So 
this was a home that, when women were fleeing domestic violence, they could—they could come and 
they could live in this kind of group home, before they—as they got you know back on their feet. Um, 
what research showed is that people are retraumatized when they have to leave that group home, 'cause 
it's like starting all over again. And so the—what research is showing is that the better model is rental 
assistance. So allowing a survivor of domestic violence to find her own apartment in the place that she 
wants to live amongst like her own community or near her job, um, and then one that is affordable to her, 
that she could eventually pay the rent, but that then you then provide rental assistance for a given period 
of time. So Daya was always doing—so they sold their transitional home I think it was in 2014, and 
moved to this rental assistance model, but what shifted in 2017 was that we applied for government 
money to do this. And so now instead of giving clients 3 or 6 months of rent, we give them—we are 
allowed—we are able to give um, eligible clients who are fleeing domestic violence a whole year of rental 
assistance, plus utilities, if they're—if they don't have any income. So it was a big influx of, of funding for 
us, and it allowed us to give um—we provided 48 months of housing in 2017, which was definitely a 
record. Um, I think the pr—the year prior was 26 or 27 months of housing for clients. And so it really has 
allowed us to prevent homelessness for survivors of domestic violence.  
 
And I think there's a bit of a stigma where you think of um, South Asian clients and you think, "Oh, 
well—" you know because of this model minority um myth [CW: Mhm] that exists in—in our society, 
you may think that a lot of these women, "Oh, they must be super educated and employable," many of 
them are, but when you are in an abusive relationship you're not really able to um, live that life, right? 
You're not—many times you're not able to work, you're not able to, if you are working, you may not be 
able to access the money that you are earning. And that's very, very common. And so a lot of these 
women were—you know, were facing the risk of homelessness, if not for programs like this. And so 
we've been able to give a ton of housing assistance, which has been really really rewarding. And in the 
process, so while they don't have to worry about their rent, they can focus on their mental health care, um, 
working through the PTSD from the trauma they've experienced through their abuse, and also um 
working on their legal cases. So many of our clients have really complex legal cases, 'cause they involve 
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not only family laws, not only child support, child custody, divorce, but also immigration law, because 
they may have been on their spouse's visa. Very often the case. 
 
TH: Um, so are there many uh, victims of abuse who end up homeless? And like is it even—it must be 
even harder to get help once you're homeless. 
 
RK: Yeah, yeah. No, that's—that's such a really um, good observation that you just made, yes. So most 
cities um, list domestic violence in the top 3 reasons as—major cities—list domestic violence as one of 
the top 3 reasons why somebody is homeless. Um, and I don't have the stats exactly on me, but there are 
lots of stats that show domestic violence is one of the leading causes of homelessness. And you're 
absolutely right. So when somebody becomes homeless, it is way harder to then re-enter the housing 
world, versus if you are at risk of being homeless and somebody can intervene and help you prevent 
homelessness, you're much more likely to not then—to then not experience homelessness. There's an 
amazing study out of the University of Michigan that shows, targeted in—interventions that are generally 
around 2500 dollars, so helping—helping somebody um, with rent or childcare or a new tire for their car, 
these are the things, so really specific and targeted and quick intervention that doesn't take a lot of 
bureaucracy and paperwork, can prevent homelessness. And they follow these women a year later and 
they're still in their homes and they're—they're—they’re thriving and doing fine. With—with an 
investment as little as like, 2200 dollars or something like that, right. So um, versus if you are homeless, 
then having to get—be—getting employed is really difficult [CW: Mhm] if you don't have an address, 
um, and then you know, so then the intervention has to become longer and more costly. So it really costs 
society a lot more. And it's harmful for the survivor, 'cause then you're dealing with the trauma of being 
homeless, too. Nobody really wins in that situation, [laughs] at all, so. 
 
TH: Um, so what were the biggest challenges in uh, setting up all these new systems at Daya? 
 
RK: Um, it has been, just because some of this is new for us, so Daya's done an amazing job—you know, 
prior to me, of raising grant funding, of getting incredible donor support from the community. I think one 
of the challenging things has been how quickly we have been growing. And so we went from—we went 
from 286 clients in 2016 to 394 in 2017, it's— 
It’s incredible growth. But our staff size hasn't grown yet because um, you know there's grant funding 
that's needed to pay for counselors and caseworkers. And at the same time, if we get those people, where 
are we putting them? And you've seen our office, we're all kind of sharing spaces already. So it, it 
becomes like getting—having the capacity to keep up with the demand. We're very committed to it 
though. We're very commit—we get really creative, we do a lot of mobile advocacies, so if we have a 
client that lives on the north side of town or in Sugarland, instead of having—figuring out a way for her to 
get here, we'll go to—we'll go to her to work with her you know at a library or at another safe space, at a 
police station whatever it may be. Um... the challenge has really been keeping up the like... the capacity to 
meet the...to meet the need and the capacity is really like the space, the time, the people, yeah.  
 
TH: Um, are there any other similar organizations that you've... uh modeled Daya on or [RK: Yeah] or 
partnered with? 
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RK: Yeah. Well, so there's lots of amazing work being done in domestic violence in Houston. Um the 
Harris county um domestic violence coordinating council is an amazing like collaboration of all of those 
domestic violence groups. Whether they are big groups like Houston Area Women's Center, which is a 
shelter, a non-residential program, it's... you know they, they provide an incredible amount of resources. 
Um because they see a huge volume of clients. Fort Bend County Women's Center is another one that we 
all—we actually all get trained at either... He—um Her—um Houston Area Women's Center or Fort Bend 
County Women's Center or the Bridge Over Troubled Water so those are the three sort of major shelters 
that I wouldn't say we model ourselves after them because... we don't have a shelter and we're culturally 
specific so we understand that... um South Asian survivors and immigrant survivors overall need a 
different kind of approach in some cases. Now, granted they also see a lot of immigrant survivors but they 
have to um you know they have a different model than—than we do because we have that culturally 
specific um lens.  
 
That being said there are other groups that do culturally specific services and mm we partner with 
them...quite a bit you know we—whether its through outreach or whether it's through um referrals to each 
other, we—we are very committed. I think partnership is the only way to kind of get things done. It's too 
big of a problem to think that one person can do it on its own—uh on their own. We definitely don't 
operate that way. And some of our other partners also include like the legal organizations that we work 
with, the police departments that we work with. It's really—because domestic violence isn't this 
like...fight between a couple it's not a family issue... it's this public health problem that is rooted in 
patriarchy and violence and things that are... very deep-seated in our society. It takes so many different 
moving parts. It takes attorneys and judges and...counselors and case workers and...um police officers, 
just to name a few. So yeah, we um—when—I know when the organization started what the founders 
thought was... we want to create something like Fort Bend Women's Center or Houston Area Women's 
Center or The Bridge Over Troubled Waters—we wanted to create something like that...for the South 
Asian Community [TH: Okay] Um...but we never got—we never did a shel—we never had an emergency 
shelter. [TH: Yeah] Um and I think that's probably just for capacity reasons [TH: Yeah] that's a huge 
operation. My hat goes off to people who [laughs] do that it's amazing. 
 
TH: Um so you didn't have um a model for a culturally focused organization? 
 
RK: So there's been other ones around the country um there's some in New York, and Atlanta, in the Bay 
Area, and they are all great—in Dallas, San Antonio—they're all great partners of us and that—what I 
think um—some of them started before us, some of them came after us...um there's one in Austin as well 
and I think what was always the case was the founders...reached out to these groups and said what are 
your best practices? We still do that—we still—I still get on the phone with executive directors from 
those organizations and say...what do you do when someone says—you know we—we have some of 
these like very culturally specific problems and barriers, and I'll ask them about it. We ask each other all 
the time. So I think we are—I don't know that we were modeled after one of those culturally specific 
organizations but I do know that as all of us, as culturally specific groups, grow and change and especially 
in this political climate...the fears are changing, the needs are changing. We are always talking to each 
other about how can we do this work better, how—what do we do different to make—to meet the need. 
 
TH: Um...how would you like to see Daya grow in the future? 
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RK: So...ah eh very immediately I would love to see us um grow in terms of our space, and in terms of 
the number of counselors and case workers that we have. Um but we're a little bit limited because…the 
work itself requires a counselor...or a social worker or somebody who's interested in social services, but at 
the same time we want the care to be culturally specific. Does not mean somebody has to be South Asian 
[CW: Mhm] but somebody who understands the dynamics of um South Asian culture—someone who 
speaks some of the languages. And it's really hard to find...you know I think a lot of our—um I'm seeing 
more and more that there are great, young college students that are Asian, South Asian, Middle Eastern 
that are going into social services and I'm blown away by it—I love that people are doing that, ‘cause we 
need it. Um there's something really powerful about being a new immigrant or maybe a long...time 
immigrant and getting...getting help from somebody who has lived your—lives within your culture, right, 
and speaks your language, and you can explain your abuse history in your—in your native language. 
There is something really really powerful to that—and so um...what I would like to see on a...bigger level 
is just more young, South Asian, um college age students who—who are bright and who wanna make a 
difference in this world...um looking into the social services. Whether that's counseling, whether that's 
social work, whether it's nonprofit administration, someone will eventually need to take my job too—and 
um whether it's grant writing you know just—just thinking outside of the box of like medicine and 
engineering on how you can help people. Now those two professions are incredibly helpful...um and I 
worked with both—I worked at MD Anderson, I worked at Rice with bio—in bioengineering um but 
there's ways I think that—I—I think we need to diversify as...the next generation of Asian and South 
Asian kids can...diversify the different ways that they can actually...be helpers in this world. 
 
TH: Um so why do you think it’s...this new generation that's now...going into social services? 
 
RK: I—you know I—I wonder if it's because...um…you know as a first—when you first come over to 
the United States, like my parent's generation...the thought—and you know I know we all hear it, the 
thought is you go into you're—you're a doctor you're a lawyer you're an engineer like those are the—the 
key careers, but I think that that's changing like I look even in—at my mom and she is extreme—and my 
dad—they're extremely proud of what I do. My sister was a teacher and now she's a stay at home mom. 
They're extremely proud of what she does. But I think it takes some time for those...those attitudes to shift 
and I think like when you're overseas and you think about—and especially when you're overseas in the 
seventies and you think about...life in America. Those are the kind of professions that—that you think 
of...cause they're so coveted and they—and they—as they should be.  
 
But I—I think that um...I'm seeing a shift, and I'm seeing a shift as my own friends have kids, that they're 
really excited for their kids to be involved and um in social...social...groups and be involved in and—and 
be interested in careers like teaching, like...uh you know anything around education, non-profit, social 
justice. So I'm excited to see that people of my generation and the generation above are encouraging their 
children to—to think outside the box in the ways that we can impact the world. [CW: Mhm] Um...and 
also in—in the uh uh as a public servant too. I'm so happy to see...people of Asian, South Asian descent 
on tickets that we can vote for...and that understand um you know our community and our culture...and 
that will...give us a seat at that table. So I think most people are recognizing that we can't just—if we stick 
to just the traditional professions that our community has stuck to [CW: Mhm] we're not going to make 
as big of an impact as if we're...everywhere. 
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TH: Yeah. I've definitely seen it with my parents too where like they just want security and [RK: Yeah] 
they want to survive, but then [RK: Yeah] now I want to do...more social services. 
 
RK: Yeah. And you know there is such a great career in it. I think there's a bit of a myth that you can't 
really make a career in non-profit. A lot of people, not just South Asian people, but a lot of people are 
like, 'Oh so do you get paid?' and I'm like absolutely! I mean you—you—a lot of um...really great funders 
in this city are looking at giving you know there uh—Houston's incredibly philanthropic and a lot of these 
funders are saying 'We want to pay for your [places hand on table] operating support, meaning like 'We 
want to pay for your executive director—we wanna pay for your office manager that keeps all your files 
together—we wanna pay to keep your lights on', ‘cause they're recognizing that you can't just say [places 
hand on table] here's a hundred dollar donation I want it to go only to clients' services like it just isn't—it 
takes all those moving pieces. So a non-profit is a small business, right? It really is. The difference is our 
bottom line is our impact instead of our profit [CW: Mhm] which, you know, is kind of the way that 
goes, but um there is a career to be had um and one that I think people should be really proud to be a part 
of. And there's such a need. We get so many clients who tell us...how meaningful it is to have a counselor 
that...just understands like...what their family dynamic was probably like. A lot of our clients face in-law 
abuse, which is like, pretty co—eh specific to you know Asian and South Asian communities, and Middle 
Eastern communities as well, but at the same time...like when you're—a lot of mainstream counselors that 
don't have that cultural lens. It—and it's n—n—no fault of their own but they just aren't aware of that. 
And so, as a survivor if you have to explain...your own abuse, that's [TH: Right] really...that's difficult 
and traumatic too. So coming into a place where we already understand those dynamics, I think helps 
their healing process along quite a bit. 
 
TH: Um...so what lessons in general has your work taught you? 
 
RK: Um the biggest lesson that...I have learned through all of the work is the important, and I said this 
before but I'll say it again, it's the importance of listening. Um...I...I just don't...I believe in leadership that 
is...lateral almost? Like I don't like this like top down approach. When we have big problems or ch—not 
problems but challenges as an organization like when um...you know when we have somebody who is—
and whether that problem be client focused like we may have a client who is married to an H1B visa 
holder but her child was born in the US. She has no...um visa protection really, so if she gets a divorce, 
she will likely have to go back to her country, but her child gets to stay here. So there is some...there is 
some big policy issues that we're working with too. So whether the problem is on the micro level or on 
the macro level, I love getting all the voices in the room...to talk it out. You know we have an outreach 
director who's so involved in the community, and then we have our director of legal services who has 
been involved in Daya for ten years, and then we have a c—LPC, we have a social worker. So even 
amongst our social services staff we have different theories kind of going around, and it's super helpful. I 
think the idea of...of listening is the biggest lesson I've learned. I—somebody—I forgot who told me this 
but they said it's...it's way more powerful to be interested than interesting, and I think that's something 
that I've learned from my work is like if you sit and you listen to people, they'll tell you—they'll tell you 
the problem, and they'll probably tell you the solution, but then you just help navigate them there. And I 
think that's on the small scale and on the big scale. 
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TH: Um...so I'll move onto domestic violence [RK: Yeah] issues in general. Um...so what are some of 
the most noticeable benefits of a culturally specific organization, compared to a normal shelter? 
 
RK: Yea. So I think the um...language is a big one, but...a little bit obvious but language is a big one 
because...even though—and again our mainstream partners are fantastic and they have translators and 
they—they use language line and…they make it work, but being able to, like doing counseling through a 
translator is [laughs] it's awkward and it's weird and so um ‘cause you know it's this third person in the 
room that you're like, who's that guy, but um...uh so I think language is one of the biggest things. Being 
able to tell your story...in your own language comfortably is really important, but then equally as 
important I think is the understanding of the family dynamics. So many of our clients like—all—none of 
us grew up in the same family so all of our culture is actually different ‘cause your culture is not only the 
community you come from but the—your own personal experiences. So none of us are of the same...you 
know, specific culture, but there's so many clients that no matter what they can look at us and say like, 
'Well you know what I mean...about this or that', and we do, we do know what they mean and so there is a 
level of um...of trust that happens when somebody—it's not that they ju—it's not that they look like you, 
it's not that they were born in the same country as you, or they grew up in the same religion as you did. 
It's this idea that there is a—a global understanding of some of the greater cultural norms. And I think...it 
keeps survivors from having to explain...their, you know [TH: Yeah] I mean they—they would always 
have to explain their—their experience and their thought process and things like that and they have to do 
that with us too, but it keeps clients from having to...sort of explain these big picture, cultural [TH: Yeah] 
norms that we...we kind of...we get because we also live them. 
 
TH: Okay. Um...from the beginning of Daya, do you think that the uh...level of domestic violence in 
Houston has actually decreased? 
 
RK: Um...I don't think so. I—I don't think that research is showing that domestic violence is a problem 
that's going away. What has increased though...is definitely the number of clients, which I think is 
the...the telling number cause it means that people are finally saying like, 'Oh, this is wrong' [CW: Mhm] 
So, many of the people that walk through our doors...and walk through any shelter door, this is not 
specific—culturally specific, don't recognize that...indeed your husband can rape you, and that is illegal, 
you know they don't—and the reason they don't recognize that is because that wasn't illegal until very 
very—you know v—very recently if you think about the, like history as a—a bigger picture um...I think 
the fact that more people are coming and seeking help is really powerful because it's sending this message 
that...this is not something you have to live with, this is not just a couples' issue, this is not a private 
family matter, and this is—that like you deserve...healthiness in your relationship. You deserve 
compassion; you deserve independence. Even when you're in a relationship, you deserve your 
independence within that relationship.  
 
Um and so... I don't think that the number of incidences is decreasing...um...and I'll tell you why in a 
second, but I do think that...the number of people seeking help is increasing, and I think it doesn't de—the 
incident rate isn't decreasing is because we're not really...looking—and there are some groups that are 
doing great work with perpetrators. AVDA is an amazing group that does like a program called a batter's 
intervention program where they do counseling towards batters, but this is court mandated, so people 
don't like say like, 'Hey like I'm an abuser let me join this counseling group', [laughs] it's rare. Um so but 
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um...but I think if we put in work towards young boys and girls on consent...and healthy 
relationships...and boundaries...and control...and patriarchy, I think that is sort of where we need to go to 
decrease the number of incidences. That being said, there's so many victims here and now, and 
so...those—and there are people who need help right in this moment. We try to do a mix of both. We try 
to do a prevention wo— and all and all DV groups do, try to do you know they're helping their clients at 
the moment but they're also trying to do prevention work. Everyone's doing this, and it's great. But I think 
that um...it's gonna take...a lot more prevention for a longer period of time before we start to see an actual 
decrease in the incidence of domestic violence, and until then we need to be really loud about um 
bringing awareness to the cause...in saying, you know like your...your husband or your wife checking 
your email or tracking your car, not okay. You know, your...um your boyfriend or girlfriend forcing you 
to have sex...or coercing you or pressuring you, not okay. And I think we're having some of those great 
conversations now...with the Me Too movement obviously [CW: Mhm]. It's been bringing out some of 
those grey areas...what people see as grey areas, and I think that's really great. I think it's gonna help a 
lot...for the future. 
 
TH: Um, do you think that you can teach an adult man like...um...how to ask for consent correctly and... 
to not abuse [RK: Yes] women? 
 
RK: I think you can. Um I don't think it is...um I don't think it's easy...because again I think the reason 
why...people become abusers um...may lie in some of their own trauma and abuse that they saw and 
things that they saw normalized as a child. Um I don't think it's impossible. I think it's really difficult. I 
definitely don't think that there is funding out there to create...programs that can do that very very 
effectively. There's some groups that are doing it, um and they're doing it well, but at the same time...um I 
think to do it on a bigger scale we—we would have to say, instead of...of you know instead of shunning 
the abuser and s—and obviously the abuser is not a [laughs] great person, but instead of saying, 
'well...lock 'em up [claps hands] and send him to jail'. I mean, domestic violence abusers stay in jail for 
less than a day on average, so this whole idea of like arrest them and give the um the survivor a protective 
order. If someone is...an abusive person, they're not going to care about, generally they don't care about a 
sheet of paper, about a protective order, but I—you know these are protections that are really important, 
but I think there is...a need to pour into more prevention and trauma informed prevention for...for abusive 
people, men and women...you know. 
 
TH: Um...how do uh South Asian women born and raised in the US deal with domestic violence 
differently than recent immigrants? 
 
RK: Um. Surprisingly...I thought that it would be a lot different, and it isn't as different as I thought it 
would be. I think that that's because our cultural norms are... here, whether you're a recent immigrant or 
whether you were born here, the cultural norms...come along with—with whoever came here and they—
they remain here. So there's this great taboo against divorce...huge. Right I mean...um I'm divorced, and it 
wasn't a big deal for me. It wasn't um...a big deal for my family I don't think, but even that—even saying 
that, as great of an open, communicative family I grew up in, it was a really hard time to be like—cause 
there's a sense of shame, right? Um...so there's a sense of shame in leaving a relationship. It feels like a 
failure. I feel like that just goes across the board for everybody, that's just a person thing. Um but then 
within the South Asian culture, there are these taboos that—like you don't talk about physical violence, 
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you—you know...that's not—I've heard people say it. I've heard people say, 'Well we're really educated so 
it doesn't really happen in our community'. I won't quote the person who said that, but I—I've heard this 
said multiple times like— 'It just doesn't really happen here...oh you know that's more of a different kind 
of community'. I think people associate domestic violence and sexual assault with lower socioeconomic 
status and things like that.  
 
Turns out, domestic violence crosses all of those boundaries of uh the cro—cuts across um different 
income levels, different races, different religions, but also our—our culture is not just this highly 
educated, you know, upper middle class culture. There are a lot of people that are Asian and South Asian 
that are living below the poverty line and so...I think the...the...the...the myth of the, the model minority 
myth hurts us on both ends. The idea that this can't happen to rich educated people, but also the idea that 
we're all rich and educated people right so...that's a big problem of it. But I think what I—what I found is 
that um uh the biggest difference between people who are born here and recent immigrants is the 
immigration abuse. So there are so—the most powerful—one of the most powerful ways our clients are 
abused is through their immigration status. So their spouse will first of all not file for their visa, or second 
of all...um threaten deportation, so they'll say...oh, you know if—if the survivor says 'I'm gonna call the 
police', the abuser will say 'Go ahead and call the police, they are just going to deport you'. Obviously, 
today's political climate has not helped this fear go away. Um...but we're here to remind—you know we're 
here to educate them that there are many legal pathways to help them gain um status here in—to stay in 
this country...um where they belong...where their children are, where they've started to build lives. So, I 
think the biggest difference is really that—that level of immigration abuse. ‘Cause if you’re born - like 
I'm a citizen, so nobody can take that away from me, versus if I was a visa holder, and my visa is tied to 
my abusive husband, it feels like something he could take away from me, and he can...he can. So, that's 
the biggest difference. 
 
TH: Okay. Um...okay so I have read that sometimes violence against women can be excused as being 
part of a traditional way of life um by both like Westerners and non-Westerners. [RK: Ah. Yeah] So have 
you ever seen this to be true? 
 
RK: Yea so I've heard it—I've heard it—I've heard that too, and I heard it way more from Westerners 
than non-Westerners. So, our clients themselves—there may some things, some dynamics of domestic 
violence that they don't fully understand. Um...for instance, marital rape is—is a big one um in-law abuse 
is another big one. Um...but what I've heard outside of like our—and this is why I think outreach is so 
important. We go out into the community and we train um different social services agencies, law 
enforcement, community members at large, and some of them—and I'm glad they ask it, but some of the 
questions we get asked is 'Well isn't this okay in such and such religion', and um...the answer's no, you 
know but people of that religion and—Islam is the one that we hear the most, right? We hear a lot of 
people when we're doing trainings with primarily...um...Western audiences...um who may not have had 
much contact with Muslim people. A lot of times they have this idea in their head that 'Oh but this is part 
of their religion', and it's not. It's—it—it is in so much as, you know, it's part of any religion, which is 
there are things to—there are things that um to celebrate in every religion, and then there's things that we 
look at and say 'Ooh that's a strange statement', you know, and I think we can find that in every religion. 
And so um...we hear it a lot, and the nice thing is we're out there in the community to be able to you 
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know, in a compassionate and nonjudgmental way tell people like 'No it's actually not part of the religion', 
and sometimes that's their aha moment.  
 
Sometimes they're like 'Oh, you know that...it's not?' You know 'it's not part of their culture?' And then 
they're able to see the survivor the same way they would see a survivor who is, you know, born and raised 
[laughs] in Texas. So um...so yeah we do hear that. We hear it more from outside of the culture than 
within. I think when people really learn—clients who are South Asian learn about domestic violence and 
the cycle of it. They...very much see that...this is—this is wrong. Um and...there is a lot of religious abuse 
however...you know a lot of, a lot of abusive spouses will quote religious text and say 'Oh but this is this 
and this is that'. I'm not re—I'm not religious at all so it's easy for me to look at it from...an outsider’s 
perspective and I can look at a verse in the Quran that's used to...abuse one of our clients, and I can look 
at a verse in the Bible and kind of see the same sentiment, in that same verse. So um...I think it's religious 
abuse you see in—amongst any religion. Um...the more...traditional or the more tr—no traditional's not 
the right word. The more...patriarchal a family unit or a community might be, they—they may be able to 
use that religion as a way to abuse uh a woman specifically. Um but we do...but, you know, we see it on 
both sides, but I—I hear it more from Western people that—that actually think that this is an allowable 
thing within the religion. 
 
TH: Yea. I feel like they might be like afraid of stepping on people's toes and [RK: Yeah] yeah. 
 
RK: Well and it's the fear of the other [TH: Yeah] a little bit, and again we're in this weird time and I you 
know I was—I was...in college when 9/11 happened...I was, you know, so I was older. I was in my 
twenties. And um...but I look at the repercussions of that as, you know, the way Islamophobia has grown 
and grown in our society as a result of that day, which, you know...um, despite, you know, our president 
at —the day after coming out and saying like don't be mad at your Muslim—you know—this isn't part of 
this religion. I believe Islamophobia has a lot to do with the fear of the other and this idea that people can 
say, 'Oh well that's okay...in their religion' cause candidly that's the religion I hear about the most. That—
that's the religion where...I hear other people outside of that religion say 'Well isn't it okay, in Islam.' 
[TH: Yeah] and you —you know it's—it's—it's not. [laughs]so...so. 
 
TH: Okay. Um...so...what steps could be taken by uh—if you suspect that domestic violence is happening 
to someone you know? 
 
RK: Yea, so we have an amazing program that's very easy to remember, and it's called um recognize, 
respond, refer. So what we like to say is that...there is this idea—and I think we've all had it 
that...domestic violence is between a couple, or it's within a family, and if you're a part of that family, or 
if you're connected to that couple through friendship or as a coworker or a colleague, that this is 
something that you can swoop in and come and fix. Um and I think that that the intent is really good, to 
want to be a helper and a fixer. That is...good—the intention is great, but domestic violence is not the 
same as like 'I had a fight with my boyfriend last night', you know it is about power and control, and it 
means that one person in that relationship always holds the control...and um and they use that control to 
abuse. So whether that's you know it's—it's stalking—most of our clients are - experience stalking, they 
experience threats, they experience um incredible emotional abuse on a daily basis. Um so what we try to 
tell friends—what we tell friends, family members, and community members, religious leaders is... don't 



 
 
Houston Asian American Archive 
Chao Center for Asian Studies, Rice University 
 
try to take on this public health problem...as something you can solve. That's like me trying to come in 
and be like 'I'm gonna cure cancer' right? Like—like I'm not—you're not as one person. And even me, 
Rachna, sitting at Daya, am not going to fix, you know, any one person's life. That's not what we—what 
we can do. It takes the whole system, and so what we recommend is recognizing the signs and symptoms. 
So someone feels withdrawn...obvious things like if you see bruises...or cuts or um if you witness the 
abuse yourself um...if someone tells you. If you notice that um someone isn't able to do things that they 
want to do without the permission of their significant other um those are signs to recognize and then ways 
to respond.  
 
And this is what gets people. People always want to...give advice and they wanna ask a lot of questions 
and they wanna say 'Well what was happening and what—what did' not—not what it—not 'It was your 
fault' no—you know I think globally we and as people that care about survivors we all are like, 'It's not 
the survivor's fault' but the questions that we ask and the way that we ask things can sometimes make the 
survivor feel like that's what you're saying. Um when you say things like 'Well what will people think' or 
'Oh well um...what was—you know what—why did that happen, you know' so the—what we try to 
enforce is um sticking with simple sentences like 'I believe you...you don't deserve this' um...and um 'this 
shouldn't have happened to you.' Right, so those are some of the things that we encourage people to say 
and then we say refer them. There is um...an amazing group of domestic violence advocates not here—not 
just here at Daya but throughout the city of Houston that are willing to help, and we all communicate and 
talk to each other and work with each other. So if—whether that person calls the National Domestic 
Violence Hotline, which is located in Austin...whether they call Houston Area Women's Shelter...whether 
they call Daya. Some way we all work together to get them to the right place, and we do it...with each 
other so we—it's not like someone becomes a Daya client and then that's it, they're our client, you know 
we use...we will call on our shelter partners to give them safe shelter. We'll call in our legal partners to 
give them legal advice and representation.  
 
At the same time, if someone walks into the shelter and they speak Hindi and they um uh are coming with 
nothing, they may call us and say, 'Hey can you send over a counselor can we send this person to you.' 
You know there are many people that have, because of religious beliefs, cannot live in a shelter 
where...meat is in the same kitchen as what they're eating and so they'll call us and say 'What can you do 
and what are the—what are the other places—where can we send this person where they'll be safe but 
they're also be—their culture will also be um...respected...and and, you know, accommodated to. So uh 
that's what we tell people: recognize the signs, respond appropriately by not asking questions—not giving 
advice—whenever I say, you know, you should never give advice, people are kinda like 'What?' and uh—
we don't. We never give advice. You—you present people their options and then you let them lead their 
way. The last thing you want to be is another person that’s controlling someone who's already being 
controlled. [TH: Okay] Yeah. And then we say refer them out. Make it...put the onus on...the experts in 
the community who are doing this work and don't take it on...on your own. 
 
TH: Okay. Um...so this is a bit like—a question I forgot to ask so...uh do South—is it hard for South 
Asian women to accept help sometimes—like because there's such a stigma [RK: Mmm] around... 
 
RK: I think it depends on the person...um....you know we haven't really seen that um, and I think that's 
for a couple of reasons. I think that one of our—so Daya itself—the word itself means compassion, and 
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it's something that we deeply live by. At—at—out of everything, like we have so many different 
personalities in this office, but one of the things we all are extremely committed to is compassion towards 
our clients. So we're really big on that. So I think they come in and you know you're in this kind of weird 
office building, but you come in and this space is warm and it's inviting and it feels—and it feels 
welcoming, and so...um we try to keep that environment going so that people—and we also believe in not 
having the martyr— a martyr complex like we don't believe that we're saving lives.  
 
We don't believe that we are here to swoop in and save the day—it's just not how we operate. We always 
tell our clients like 'You're going through a horrible situation' and they've shown so much bravery...and 
strength in coming and seeking help already, and here are just some options that they have, and then we 
let them lead the way. And I thinking—I think it—there's that. Like having them lead the way means that 
they're asking for what they need and we're not telling them what they need. They're telling us, you know. 
Sometimes we help them get there. It takes some education. Like they may—some of the things that they 
may not know about domestic violence because they're—it's not very...talked about in any community. 
Um...we may say like—you—they may say like 'Oh you know he's not an abusive husband he just tells 
me who I can talk to and how I can cut my hair and who—where I can work and he manages my 
paycheck' and we have to say like 'Oh, you know abuse doesn't have to be...punching and hitting and 
slapping it can also look like this.' And then they s—they look at those symptoms and they say like 'Oh, I 
see myself in this' right? And so we let them lead the way, and I think that's—that's why people 
are...happy to...take our help and it really looks more like a partnership than anything else. It's like—we 
really feel like our client advocates are working in partnership with our clients to get them to where they 
wanna be. Um to back to like the life that they really deserve. Um...so yea no we haven't experienced that 
much. And I also think that a lot of times they may have gone—unfortunately, and we're trying to change 
this.  
 
We want Daya to be the first place that somebody calls um or you know we want a domestic violence 
agency to be the first place someone calls. I think a lot of our clients have spoken to people in their faith 
communities, their religious leaders, their own families, their social circles, so they've then heard all this 
advice...and judgement and you know all these things and—they come to us kind of at their last—at the—
the last straw. Like we're sometimes the last person that they come to, which is unfortunate because 
there's a lot more we can do if they come to us early on and we're trying to change that. But I think at that 
point, many of them have experienced not only so much trauma from their abusive relationship, but also 
trauma from the community response to their relationship that now they're really in a place of 
um...vulnerability, but we try to...um...rebuild that strength and then help them rebuild it. It's there, I mean 
it's really hard to make that first call, so the fact that they're making it just shows just how strong that they 
already are um, so we're not really giving help so much as we're helping them...help themselves yeah. 
 
TH:  [to CW]Um did you have any other questions? 
 
CW: No I'm good that was all great. 
 
TH: Okay [RK: Okay] Um so the last question that we ask I—do you have any advice for young people 
today or just anyone? 
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RK: Yea I would say um...you know the number one thing that I always hear when people say like 'What 
is it that you want to do with your life?' People always say they wanna help people, and I think um there 
are so many amazing ways to do that. Whether it is...um you know indirect social services—whether you 
want to become a counselor or a social worker, or whether it's in what you guys are doing today, which is 
helping spread stories and messages, or whether it's what I'm doing, which is writing grants [drops hands 
in lap] and raising the money for this work to be done. I think there is always a way to take your talents 
and help people with it, and I think that that is definitely the direction that we need to be going in um 
getting creative...in how we become helpers...I think is important. And then, I will reiterate that listening 
is—is the best thing that you can ever do, to help your career. 
 
TH: Okay, okay so...that's it. [RK: Good!] um thank you so much [RK: Yeah you're welcome!] for 
interviewing with us.  
 
RK: Yeah of course. 
 
 
[END: 1:17:20] 




