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At 7 years old, Jason Lau dreaded waking up every morning for school. His fears inchingly crept upon
him as his mother drove him closer to school grounds. It meant another day of stomaching the burden of
the random “konichiwas” thrown at him, accepting the sneer that his Chinese ancestors eat dogs and
nodding to the mockery of his eye physique — 吃苦 (chi ku), or eat bitterness.

But Jason wasn’t surprised he became the subject of their laughter. He checked nearly every box of the
Asian stereotype: yellow undertone skin, “squinty” eyes, wide and flat nose, short height and protruding
plump lips.

“No one batted an eye when those (jokes) were said (to me),” Lau said. “We were seen in the same light
as white people… and when that happens, it’s OK to make fun of us.”

Now 21, Jason’s hidden trauma is triggered with each racially charged violence from Houston local news
headlines. On top of worrying for his own safety, he is constantly thinking about his younger sister,
mother and grandmother.

However, Jason isn’t the only person fearing for his family. Since the start of the pandemic, Asian
Americans nationally have been viewed as potential carriers of COVID-19 and subjected to extreme
measures of hate speech, physical violence and exclusion. According to the Stop Asian American and
Pacific Islander (AAPI) Hate, an organization that collects data of reported AAPI hate incidents, people
reported more than 3,700 hate crimes nationwide toward Asian Americans since March 2020.

Tony Vo, assistant director of the Asian American Studies program at the University of Texas at Austin,
said hate crimes were exacerbated partially due to recent political complications with China. Former
President Donald Trump’s past trade war rhetoric of name-calling was no mistake to channel aggression
toward China and incidentally scapegoated Asian Americans, Vo said.

Just this past month, UT-Austin Korean-American freshman Hope Lee, said that she experienced racism
while helping administer vaccines. An older, white male wearing a military cap approached her with a
stern look and asked her if she was Chinese.

“He repetitively asked me if I was Chinese,” Lee said. “As if being Chinese was a bad thing.”

While anti-Asian racism is not necessarily new, Vo said the peaks of overt racism may seem new to
second-generation and third-generation Asian Americans. He included that in the last 30 years Asian
Americans have benefited from the “model minority myth,” a stereotype that describes Asian Americans
as a group of successful minorities emulating proximity to whiteness, wealth, education and
self-sufficiency.



“We’re told to be quiet, stay in our lane, and adopt this colorblind ideology in order to make it…  Because
we don’t know our history, a lot of us aren’t politically and civically engaged,” Vo said.

When asked about the reasons for the ignorance of Asian American history, Vo said that acknowledging
the struggles of Asian Americans disrupts the perception of America as a welcoming space for all
immigrants.

“The reality is that ever since the Lyndon B. Johnson’s 1965 Immigration Act, we have very much curated
the immigration policies to only benefit certain types of people: well-skilled labor and highly educated
people,” Vo said.

Vo also cited that the Atlanta shootings in March, in which a white man with a sex addiction killed six
Asian women at a massage parlor, were among the first racially charged attacks seen at a systemic level in
the eyes of most second and third-generation Asian Americans. He said that law enforcement issues have
almost never been an issue for Asian Americans and that the shootings were one of the first instances
displaying systemic violence toward younger Asian Americans.

“The hardest part is when you can see the historical connection to current-day issues and violence and
other people do not,” Vo said. “It’s always been an uphill battle argument with people who don’t know
this stuff.”
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New members of Austin’s Independent Citizens Redistricting Committee are now set to redraw
council district boundary lines and reshape the future of Austin’s democracy.

The Independent Citizens Redistricting Committee, comprised of 14 selected commission
members, recently finalized 8 new committee members in its March 5 and March 11 online
council meetings. The committee members said that council district maps will continue to be
drawn by the people and accurately reflect Austin’s growing diversity as best as possible.

As Austin’s city demographic continues expanding further across all spectrums— race, gender,
age, sexuality, etc— government representation of the growing diversity has been more crucial
than ever to sustain a healthy democracy, said Peck Young, a political strategist and executive
director of Voices of Austin, a grassroot voter education coalition that seeks to redefine the
Austin local government.

“Every line can be backed up and every line can be pointed to public testimony and discussion…
Don’t tear down a fence until you know why it was put up,” TJ Costello, a former commissioner
said in his commencing remarks. “As you adjust the map that is currently in place, remember
that every line is drawn for a reason.”

The process of selecting redistricting members starts with the city auditor, who randomly selects
eight members from a pool of qualified applicants outlined from the city’s charter. The selected
eight commissioners then vote the remaining six applicants into the committee.

Among the various residential qualifications, diversity in gender, age, and race have also been
highly emphasized during the selection process. The commission members include
Hispanic/Latino and Latina citizens, Asian men, a Colombian-Chinese descent woman, African
American teachers and students, retired white senior citizens, and many more.

Caroline Webster is Austin’s assistant city attorney under the Open Government and Ethics
Appliances Division. Her expertise in elections, city codes and ethics, open meetings
information, and campaign finance allowed her to lead the meeting and emphasize the heavy role
in accurately scoping Austin’s diversity. She said the committee’s ultimate mission is ensuring “a
fair and equitable representation of all of Austin residents” in an open and transparent manner.

“We really want the public to be as invested and committed to the commission,” Webster said.



Typically, redistricting in Austin occurs every ten years after the U.S conducts its annual census.
The city then uses census data to redefine district maps that accurately reflect the growing city’s
population. In other words, redistricting is necessary to help growing communities feel
represented and sustain democracy, Webster said.

Webster readdressed some of the redistricting requirements during the council meeting. The
specified requirements included: defining a reasonably equal population, compliance with the
Voting Rights Act, preserving geographically contiguous districts, adhering to the concerns of
existing communities and their interests, sustaining nearly identical boundaries, and aiming for at
least one council member from every district to maintain geographical diversity.

Despite the success of filling the 14 commission member seats, the timing of when redistricting
will be complete is still uncertain. The unprecedented Texas winter snowstorm in February
postponed membership appointments, delaying the process of solidifying commission members
to March 5 and 11.

In addition to the unexpected winter storm, charter amendments to add an additional district may
also go into effect depending on how Austin’s May election outcomes, Webster said. In Austin’s
Council Orders Election, proposition G asks to “provide for an additional geographic council
district which will result in 11 council members elected from single-member districts.” In other
words, if proposition G passes during the elections then the redistricting committee will have 11
districts, rather than ten, to account for and map out.

“If that ballot does get passed,” Webster said, “it’ll kind of shake things up quite a bit.”

Despite efforts by grassroot groups like Voices of Austin advocating for citizens to care about
redistricting, 20 year old UT freshman and Austin resident Rebecca Vargas said that she is still
quite unsure about the process of redistricting.

“I’ve heard of gerrymandering and the issues surrounding the subject but I never really
understood it,” Vargas said.

When Vargas asked her 52 year old Hispanic father, Santiago Vargas, about the process of
redistricting, his opinion mirrored his daughter. He said that he was not much concerned about
the congressional districts because of how convoluted the subject was.

“I don’t think I really have the time to sit down and understand the process. Quite frankly, I don’t
see a problem with what we have at the moment,” said Santiago Vargas.



However, Peck Young is still optimistic about the outcomes of this year’s new district
boundaries. He said that the question of redistricting isn’t necessarily about which representative
gets elected, but rather to ensure that each part of the city has a proper voice in how the
community runs.

“The credibility of any redistricting process,” Young said “is the people being allowed to have
input and (the commission’s) credibility is tied to (the people’s) sense to fully be able to
participate to see and understand what is going on … whether it be the League of Women Voters
or the neighborhood associations.”



With Faith, Asian American Christians Are Invincible Against COVID-19
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Korean American Pastor John L. Staples II has had enough with the pandemic: online services, limited
in-person contact, and most importantly— no hugs! But his biggest challenge yet lies not in his work to
spread the Gospel: it’s to mediate between the conflicting generations of the members of his church.

“I see these (conflicting) dynamics every day,” Staples said. “As Scripture exhorts us, we have to love one
another, show kindness to one another, and we have to forgive one another. I think that is what I’m always
reminding myself.”

Traditionally, Asian Americans, especially Asian American churches, have collectively shunned issues of
racism, said Staples. This is especially true, Staples added, with the older generation of Asian Americans
immigrants who uphold ingrained ancient customs of secrecy and silence.

However, with the recent rise of anti-Asian hate crimes across the nation, generations of Asian Americans
within the church are disagreeing upon their responses to these attacks. The older generation adheres to a
traditional avoidant philosophy, which puts younger people who expect more activism at odds with them.

“I think the Asian community as a whole is based on the honor-shame culture,” Staples said.

Staples always felt as if his second-generation Korean American identity has complimented his faith.
After all, particular aspects of Korean culture coincided with Christianity.

“In Korean culture, our family surname comes before our first name,” said Staples. “The family comes
before the individual. In the same way with our faith, that is what the Bible has espoused us: to love one
another, to be selfless and to humble ourselves for the sake of each other.”

Staples said that his Korean American identity facilitated his understanding that there was always
something bigger than just himself— that he wasn’t just here to exhaust the blessings he said the Lord is
giving him. He added that he’s always looking outward: “what can I do to be a blessing to my family, the
family of God, and the community that God entrusted to my care?”

“It’s very intertwined both as a Christian and a Korean American,” Staples said. But with the polarized
responses to these recent attacks from the members of his church, generational conflicts within the
congregation are prompting him to take a closer look at both ends.

“I was really disappointed in the Asian American community,” said UT-Austin Korean American Hope
Lee said. “I did not think a big enough deal was made about these attacks and I don’t think they were
angry enough.”

Lee expressed her disappointment toward the Asian American Christian community in the lack of
productive conversations about these recent attacks.



“I think it’s part of Asian culture to deal with your struggles on your own and not make a fuss about it,”
Lee said. “The pandemic definitely contributed to our lack of responses… we’re afraid to speak up
because (we’re) Asian and everyone doesn’t like Asians right now in this pandemic.”

Staples also bears the burden of mediating between conflicting Confucian values of Asian culture,
specifically Korean culture, and biblical teachings. While balancing the view of Christ as the final
authority and recognizing every child of God on “equal playing fields,” Staples is also cognizant of the
rigid hierarchical values instilled in Korean culture— ideals in which are especially exhibited through the
older members of his church.

Reconciling between the distinct generational differences from the members of his church all boiled down
cultivating empathy, Staples said. The trick was to help members see each other's feelings: the fears, the
anxieties, the frustrations— “putting ourselves in their shoes,” he said.

“It’s just the process of grieving and a process that we all have to go through to get to a point where we
can learn from each other,” Staples said. “Instead of judging them, let’s try to empathize and have an
ongoing dialogue so that we can bring them over to where we are and continue to walk together.”

Regardless of the internal complications between generational customs and faith, UT student Lizzy
Chong feels hopeful about the efforts churches are making to incorporate meaningful conversations about
inclusiveness and diversity initiatives. However, progress is very slow as many churches are staying
within their comfort zone to implement these programs, Chong said.

“There’s still a lot to learn because they just don’t know anything,” Chong said. “The majority of these
congregations are predominately white.”

Chong grew up in a predominately white church, thinking that her identity played nearly no role in her
faith; however, joining UT’s Asian American Christian ministry illuminated her identity intersecting with
her faith. Now, Chong helps organize Ignite, UT’s university-wide Christian ministry retreat.

“Ever since I switched to Ignite, I felt like my identity is what set me apart,” Chong said. “It’s a
perspective that I bring into those settings.”

However, Asian American Houstonian Elia Macha is still a little doubtful about social changes in
churches.

“You have to make it an open space for people to learn about their own biases and prejudices. If they say
something that isn’t politically correct, you have to make them aware of it rather than criticize them.”
Macha said. “The first step is acknowledgment.”

Staples is well aware of the need for that safe environment. Nearing the age of 45 years old, Staples
admitted that he sometimes thinks just like the older generation and their need to move forward.



However, the need to recognize the emotions of the younger generation— fear, apprehension, anguish—
emphasized the magnitude of empathy needed for Staples’ church community from the older generation.
The pastor was adament about incorporating an anti-Asian racism seminar, inviting a professor from
Seattle Pacific University just to spend two hours engaging in conversations to address these racially
charged crimes, process these feelings, and heal ourselves.

But confusion ensued from the older folks, questioning the need for this seminar. After all, the attacks
now feel like a replayed simulation of what they faced back in the 70s and 80s when they first arrived in
America.

Nevertheless, Staples pushed for this seminar and negotiated with them. Engaging in ongoing dialogues
through empathy eventually won agreements from the older generation, telling Staples that they will
“walk with him together” through attendance.

“At the end of the day, this is a Biblical issue,” said Staples. “We are all created in the image of God.
Whether we’re white, Black, Chinese, Korean— we all have equal value, worth, and significance because
of imago dei, the image of God. I think churches are engaging in these talks and realizing the need to be
more proactive in the areas of justice.”
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