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Our Mission 
The mission of the Center for 
Race, Ethnicity, and Human 
Rights is to provide space and 
resources for students and faculty 
of Soka University of America to 
engage in inquiry, research, and 
constructive dialogue related to 
race, ethnicity, human rights, and 
their intersections.  

Our Values 
Racial and ethnic discrimination are 
commonly embedded in legal, eco-
nomic, and social institutions in 
countries across the world of the 21st 
century. In many instances, discrimi-
nation is a consequence of a history of 
slavery, colonialism, or ethnocen-
trism. In others, the origins of pre-
sent-day discrimination predate the 
colonial experience, or are the prod-

uct of religious belief systems. 
Whatever the context, institu-
tionalized racism and personal 
prejudice remain significant 
obstacles to the full realization 
of the inherent dignity of all 
human beings, as enshrined in 
the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and subsequent 
UN Conventions.  

Linguistic Diversity in the Spanish Classroom 
by Pablo Camus-Oyarzun, PhD

The United States is the 
second largest Spanish 
speaking country in the 
world by number of 
speakers. In this land, the 
population who traces 
their heritage to Latin 
America is around 19%, 
and in California this 
percentage raises rises to a 
staggering 39%. In Or-
ange County alone, the 
Latino population ac-
counts for 1.07M people 

(around the 33.8%). By 2050, 
the Pew Research Center 
predicts that the Hispanic 
Population will reach around 50 
million (1 in 4 Ameri-cans). 
With these numbers, it is not a 
surprise that domes-tic students 
from these back-grounds are and 
will contin-ue to increase at 
SUA.  

For these students the Span-ish 
language plays a central role in 
their lives. In most 

cases, they learned Spanish 
at home and in their com-
munities, and they learned 
English at school. Even 
those who did not learn 
Spanish (or who have a lim-
ited amount of proficiency 
in it) will likely claim that 
the Spanish language and 
culture is part of their back-
ground and identity. These 
students are called heritage 
speakers of Spanish.  It is 
not a surprise then, that 
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many of these students are 
coming to Spanish class-
room with the goals to re-
connect and learn more 
about the language and cul-
tures of their families. Uni-
versities across the US are 
taking notice of these trans, 
and Spanish programs are 
increasingly adapting to meet 
the needs of both heritage 
and L2 (those who did not 
learn the target language at 
home) speakers of Spanish. 

These demographics shifts 
pose many challenges to the 
teaching Spanish in the US 
and SUA. First, can we really 
continue speaking of Span-
ish as a “foreign” language? 

With these numbers in hand, 
it would be like calling 
French a foreign language in 
Switzerland or calling Can-
tonese a foreign language in 
China. And just as Swiss 
French history, culture and 
language are taught in Swiss 
schools, US Spanish speak-
ing cultures should be part 
the curriculum in K12 and 
college. What we teach is 
important. Fortunately, SUA 
is not behind. We do have a 
wide selection of classes (in 
programs and concentra-
tions) that covers topics of 
Latin American studies, cul-
tures, immigration, or Chica-
no studies.

 But what about how we 
teach Spanish? Spanish 
classroom instruction has 
generally had the implicit 
goal to develop separate 
abilities in their second lan-
guage, conceptualizing bilin-
gualism as an all-or-nothing 
category (i.e., either you 

speak Spanish the same way 
you speak English or you’re 

not bilingual at all). This is 
obviously unrealistic for any 
L2 speakers (you can be bilin-
gual without knowing every 
nuance of the subjunctive), 
but for heritage speakers it is 
completely divorced from 
their linguistic realities.  Herit-
age speakers struggle in the 
Spanish classrooms simply 
because they’re not made for 

them. Their linguistic abilities 
vary greatly, are fluid and con-
tinuous, they switch back and 
forth between English and 
Spanish (i.e., Spanglish) and 
use each language in different 
spheres of life. They often do 
not know formal Spanish, and 
in a typical class, they might 
struggle in some areas regard-
ing academic writing and read-
ing, while at the same time 
outperforming their peer in 
oral or listening abilities. This 
will likely create insecurities in 
their Spanish. Most important-
ly, their different linguistic 
abilities in each language are 
not an exception, and their 
English Spanish codeswitching 
is not an anomaly, but it is the 

norm of virtually every bilin-
gual community across the 
world (just ask any student 
from India, Ghana, Philip-
pines, etc.). 

Thanks to the REHR center 
support, I’ve been able to 

develop a class to address 
these issues. It’s a Spanish 

class that seeks to tackle the 
linguistic needs of both her-
itage and second language 
speakers. Rather than stig-
matizing, this course will 
welcome the diverse varie-
ties of languages and experi-
ences that students bring to 
the classroom. This class will 
also focus on the realities of 
US Spanish-speaking com-
munities, a topic often ne-
glected in Spanish programs. 
It is my hope that all stu-
dents will feel welcome in 
this class. Traditional second 
language students will bene-
fit from learning about the 
communities that will likely 
encounter in their own 
neighborhoods and commu-
nities and learn to appreciate 
US Spanish as just another 
variety of Spanish, like the 
ones spoken in Madrid or 

Buenos Aires. Likewise, her-
itage speakers will learn 
about their own communi-
ties, and will contribute to 
the curriculum by sharing 
their own lived experiences. 
By the end, students will 
understand, in the words of 
Doctor Lourdes Ortega, 
that “there is no clear line 

between what constitutes 
bilingual versus monolingual 
experience. Multilingualism 
is continuous, gradient, and 
probabilistic”.
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Race and the Brazilian Elections
by Ian Read, PhD “Amb. Chapman and 

Dr. Batista wonderfully 
demonstrated how two 
reasonable people 
might disagree in a 
way that opens 
understanding.”   

On Nov. 3, former Todd 
Chapman, former U.S. 
Ambassador to Brazil 
(2020-2021), visited SUA’s 

campus.  He participated 
in an event called “Is 

Brazil’s Democracy at 

Stake” which brought to-

gether the ambassador and 
Dr. Paulo Nogueira Batista 
Jr., an author, professor, 
and economist. They dis-

cussed the presidential 
elections that had led to a 
victory for Luiz Inácio Lu-
la da Silva only three days 
before.  The incoming 
President, “Lula,” already 

served two terms as Presi-
dent from 2003-2010 and 
will return to the office 
after defeating the right-
leaning incumbent Jair Bol-
sonaro.  It was a divisive 
election campaign reflect-
ing deep political polariza-
tion in Brazil. 

Chapman and Batista en-
tered into a lively debate 
about Brazilian politics and 
its relation with the United 
States in the wake of the 
divisive Brazilian elections.  

At one point in their con-
versation about environ-
mental policies, Amb. Chap-
man paused and said, “we 

have to be able to engage in 
respectful political discourse 
and say, ‘this is an issue on 

which reasonable people 
can disagree.’” In these ges-

tures, Amb. Chapman and 
Dr. Batista wonderfully 
demonstrated how two rea-

sonable people might disa-
gree in a way that opens 
understanding.  Nelson 
Mandela wrote that “the 

best weapon is to sit down 
and talk,” an expression 

now inscribed on a magnifi-
cent U-shaped bench and 
art installation in front of 
the United Nations Head-
quarters.  

Chapman and Batista had 
much to talk about in the 
ninety-minute dialogue in 
the Athenaeum, but one 
topic was never mentioned: 
race and racism in Brazilian 
politics.  As the event’s 

moderator, I feel responsi-
ble for not bringing up this 
topic.  Race and racism are 

an area of research and in-
terest in my work and a 
focus of the REHR Center.  
Our silence reminds me 
that race relations are most 
fundamentally power rela-
tions, and this power is 
sometimes best expressed 
through its ability to quiet 
discourse on race.  One 
common way this happens 
is by calling any discussion 
of race “racist,” even in 

response to any representa-
tion or enunciation of the 
lived experience of racism 
in Brazil.  Such claims can 
be made despite clear proof 
that Black people have long 
had lower levels of wealth, 
poorer educational provi-
sion and achievement, and 
greater burdens of health 
disparities in Brazil.  Such 
counter-accusations against 
any revelation of prejudice 
are especially important in 
that nation, where a notion 
of cordiality among differ-
ent racial groups have de-
fined Portuguese and Bra-
zilian nativism and nation-
alism for centuries.  Robin 
Sheriff writes, “Brazil’s race 

relations, both past and 
present, have been publicly 
constructed through the 
ideology of democracia 
racial, or racial democracy, 
a set of beliefs and dis-
courses that maintain that 
racialized prejudice and 
discrimination are especially 
mild or even nonexistent in 
Brazil.”

Race relations as power rela-
tions infuse almost every 
aspect of life in Brazil, and 
are especially important to 
politics.  Well before Bolso-
naro became a candidate 
and President, he was 
known for his inflammatory 
speech.  In 2017, when he 
was a Congressman, he said 
that residents of quilombos 
–communities descended
 from enslaved people who
 had escaped slavery – “do

 nothing.”  He added that

 they “are not even good at

 procreating,” a clearly racist

 insult toward Black men and
 women whose great-
grandparents had suffered
 the brutality of enslavement.
 Despite comments like this,
 Bolsonaro still attracted
 many voters who identify as
 negro or preto (Black) or
 pardo (Black or mixed race).
 Why? There are at least
 three reasons.  First, Bolso-
naro called for a “mano du-

ra,” or tough-on-crime ap-
proach, replete with a gun-
pointing hand gesture that
 he used in many rallies and
 televised appearances.
 Communities of color have
 been ravaged by gun vio-
lence, with pardos suffering
 the most from homicides.
 Second, most evangelicals
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are probably mostly preto 
and pardo, and Bolsonaro 
social conservativism ap-
pealed to this group.  Final-
ly, after years of political 
scandals and evidence of 
corruption, especially within 
the Workers Party, many 
people of color were willing 
to vote for the 
“unorthodox” candidate.  

Unorthodox as he was, Bol-
sonaro often failed to deliv-
er what he had promised 
over his four years in the 
President’s office, especially 

to Brazil’s poorest groups.  

Not coincidentally, these 
groups are disproportion-
ately Black and Indigenous. 

Although the data are 
scarce, Bolsonaro’ s loss to 

Lula this October may be 
partly because his image 
dimmed sufficiently among 
non-white voters, especially 
among pardos.  For exam-
ple, Lula won so many 
votes in the Brazilian 

Northeast that he 
could eke out a one 
percent national vic-
tory over Bolsonaro 
even though he did 
not get a majority of 
votes in any other 
region.  Among the 
residents of the 
Northeast, 53 per-
cent self-declare 
their race as pardo 
(and another 8 per-
cent as preto). 

Is Lula’s victory also 

a victory for its non-
white population?  It is much 
too early to tell.  Lula is most 
famous for expanding social 
welfare programs like Bolsa 
Familia that greatly aided 
Brazil’s Black and Indigenous 

populations.  Still, he did this 
during his first two terms us-
ing billions of dollars gained 
through a commodity boom 
that mostly funneled Brazilian 
resources to China.  That 
boom has long ended.  Addi-

tionally, Lula or its ministers 
have already made mistakes.  
A picture of Lula’s Transi-

tion Cabinet before the elec-
tion showed a large group 
of what appeared to be 
nearly all older white men.  
Just this month 
(December), one of Lula’s 

incoming Minsters of State 
allegedly said that Brazil has 
a “pacific [race] mixture,” 

returning us to the old myth 

of racial democracy that has 
long denied that racial preju-
dice exists in Brazil.  None-
theless, within days of win-
ning the election, Lula de-
clared “racism is a disease,” 

to which he committed his 
government to fight.  If any-
one has a shot at improving 
the lives and opportunities of 
Brazil’s people of color, it is 

Lula.

“Art as Activism” December 10, 2022 - Opening Remarks 
by Michael Weiner, PhD

We are here today to 
acknowledge and to cele-
brate the intimate relation-
ship between the Arts and 
Human Rights Both are 
concerned with questions 
of what is, and what is not, 
of humanity and the digni-
ty of life, empathy, visions 
of the future, and the 
transformation of the indi-
vidual and of human com-
munities. And both are 

universally applicable.

 Human rights and the Arts 
occupy parallel spaces be-
cause of the expressive nature 
that defines both. The Arts 
question or shape the con-
tours to what it is to be hu-
man, while Human Rights 
empower people to be who 
they are. Through recognition 
and protection of the right to 
be creative and unpredictable, 
Human Rights facilitate the 
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creation of spaces in which 
artists engage and the arts 
flourish.

Human Rights provide the 
protection needed to chal-
lenge entrenched dogma, 
advancing new ways of un-
derstanding ourselves, oth-
ers, and the world we in-
habit. The Arts challenge 
privileged perspectives and 
narratives, and invite us to 
consider, to reflect, to re-
spond, and to participate. 
The Arts also dignify hu-
man experience, giving 
voice to thoughts and feel-
ings that stimulates both 
recognition of our own hu-
manity and contemplation 
of a collective humanity.

All those involved in the 
Arts possess Human Rights, 
whether in the creation, the 
composition, the distribu-
tion, the dissemination, or 
the display of art. There are 
several UNESCO instru-
ments that are particularly 
relevant to the rights of 
artists; the UNESCO Rec-
ommendation Concerning 
the Status of the Artist 
(1980), and the UNESCO 
Convention on the Protec-
tion and Promotion of the 
Diversity of Cultural Ex-
pressions (2005). Attacks 
on sites of cultural signifi-
cance, or cultural artefacts, 
are now recognized as war 
crimes in international crim-
inal  law.

And yet, the world today is 
witnessing the displacement 
of human populations on 
an unprecedented scale, 
religious extremism, xeno-

phobic nationalisms, ever 
greater wealth disparities, 
and the devastating effects 
of global climate change. 
This has been accompanied 
by a crisis of confidence, a 
heightened loss of trust in 
the institutions of govern-
ment, established political 
parties, religious institu-
tions, and the media. In this 
environment, the spirit and 
substance of Human Rights 
are also under assault. Its 
message is not 
reaching the disin-
terested or the an-
tagonistic. It may be 
that the language of 
rights has become 
too technical, too 
legalistic, and distant 
from the lives of too 
many.

It is here that the 
role of art takes cen-
ter stage. We do not 
only think, therefore 
we are, but we also 
feel, therefore we 
are. Indeed, percep-
tion is often more 
powerful than facts, 
especially now, 
when society’s ac-

ceptance of facts is 
so fractured.

Art is all about per-
ception, even some-
times visceral repre-
sentations of, and 
reactions to horrific 
events. Storytelling 
and music are often 
more potent medi-
ums than formal 
texts. By transcend-
ing the barriers of 

politics and language, the Arts 
chronicle Human Rights 
abuses and provides unique 
forms of witnessing, naming, 
shaming, and accountability. 
Picasso’s Guernica (1937) is a 

devastating indictment of the 
aerial bombardment of civil-
ians during the Spanish Civil 
War. Bob Dylan’s Hurricane 

(1975) raised public aware-
ness of systemic racism in the 
US criminal justice system, 
while the Arts were in the 

vanguard in promoting 
public awareness of the 
AIDS crisis in the 1980s 
often in the face of official 
indifference, or even 
worse. A decade later, dur-
ing the siege of Sarajevo, 
Vedran Smailović, the 

“Cellist of Sarajevo”, 

played his instrument out-
doors in defiance of the 
carnage that surrounded 
him. He played at the sites 
of civilian deaths to honor 
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the victims, to bring hope 
and beauty to the survivors, 
and as a reminder of how 
music can become a form 
of resistance. Similarly, the 
sculpture by Dumile Feni 
that graces the entrance to 
the Constitutional Court of 
South Africa invokes both 
the dehumanizing history of 
apartheid and an acknowl-
edgement of the equality 
and  human dignity of all 

South Africans.

 Art can also help to heal the 
wounds caused by Human 
Rights abuses. Art pro-
grams can help to alleviate 
the suffering of people in 
refugee camps or in prison. 
These reflect the hope that 
humankind remains capable 
of humanity. But the poten-
tial power of the Arts must 
also not be overestimated. 
Art may be better at eluci-

dating the important ques-
tions rather than offering an-
swers. While art can provide 
comfort to victims, and even 
to the perpetrators them-
selves it cannot undo acts of 
genocide. The wonder and 
purpose of art is not to save 
the world. Art has no strictly 
defined purpose or justifica-
tion, and this is its power.

 In closing I would like to ex-
press our appreciation to 

those who have tirelessly 
worked to create this 
event, to out honored 
guests, and to the artists 
whose creativity compas-
sion, and imaginations we 
celebrate today. 

On behalf of Soka Univer-
sity of America I thank 
you all.

Human Rights Day 2022
by Lisa MacLeod, PhD

The Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights was 
adopted by the UN Gen-
eral Assembly on Decem-
ber 10, 1948. In 1950, the 
General Assembly adopted 
Resolution 423 to recog-
nize December 10th as Hu-
man Rights Day as a way of 
bringing attention to both 
the accomplishments and 
ongoing challenges to the 
realization of human rights 
in the daily lives of all peo-
ple. Soka University of 
America – in partnership 
with Soka’s Center for 

Race, Ethnicity and Human 
Rights (REHR Center), and 
the United Nations Associ-
ation  of  Orange  County
 (UNA-OC) -- hosted its 
inaugural Human Rights 
Day Celebration on De-
cember 10, 2022. 

The Founder’s Hall Art 

Gallery and Meeting Room 
were the perfect venue for 
an afternoon devoted to 
the theme, “Art as Activ-

ism.”  Attendees were 

welcomed by Soka’s 

Executive Vice Presi-
dent of Academic Af-
fairs, Michael Weiner, 
and UNA-OC’s Presi-

dent, Dave Rice. In 
addition to a brief his-
tory of the Universal 
Declaration of Human 
Rights, the formal pro-
gram featured three 
speakers: Joanne Taw-
filis, founder of the Art 
Miles Mural Project 
shared her experiences 
of creating and sharing 
art with children to 
advance a culture of 
peace. Dr. Kathleen 
Montgomery of the 
Human Rights Special 
Interest Group shared 
slides and discussed 
some of the many piec-
es of art donated to the 
UN by member states. 
Artist and activist 
Sheinina Lolita Raj 
spoke to the ways in 
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which her family history of 
enslavement and her own 
search for identity as a multi-
racial woman has informed 
her work, especially her 
award-winning 
“INTERCULTURAL 

Worldwide,” which has been 

invited to exhibit at the Unit-
ed Nations in Geneva in 
honor of the 75th anniver-
sary of the UDHR. The pro-
gram concluded with pianist 

Honiball 
Joseph and 
vocalist 
Casden 
Simonson 
perform-
ing 
“Baraye,” 

which has 
become 
the song 

of protests in Iran and 
around the world following 
the death of Mahsa Amini, a 
young woman arrested by 
Iran’s Guidance Patrol for 

“inappropriately” wearing 

her hijab.

The second component of 
the day’s events brought 

together local humanitarian 
organizations as well as visu-
al and performing artists. 

This unusual combination 
was the brainchild of 
Jayne Herring, UNA-
OC’s Ambassador of Hu-

man Rights and Chair of 
the Human Right’s Day 

Planning Committee. She 
believes that art can 
heighten empathy and 
raise awareness for hu-
man rights issues, while 
local humanitarian organi-
zations provide opportu-
nities to channel that em-
pathy into socially benefi-
cial action. “The inspira-

tion was originally for my 
capstone project when 
finishing a degree from 
Southern Methodist Uni-
versity’s Human Rights 

Program in the spring of 
2020. The project was 
derailed because of the 

pandemic, but I hoped that 
one day I could do some ver-
sion of it. I’m honored to 

have the support of the UNA
-OC and the REHR Center
 to bring it to life, and over-
joyed at the responses from
 ‘artivists’ in our region who

 were eager to participate. My
 sincere hope is there are
 many more collaborations to
 come.”

The REHR Center looks for-
ward to celebrating Human 
Rights Day 2023, the 75th 
Anniversary of the Universal 
Declaration of Human 
Rights. If you are interested 
in helping to plan next year’s 

festivities, please contact the 
REHR Center.

SUA MLK Event by the REHR Center
by Kevin Moncrief, PhD

20 people attended a 
Commemorative Event 
Celebrating Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. in Currie 
Hall Room 200 on 
Tuesday, January 17, 
2023.

Reverend Reginald E. Bachus 
has been the pastor of Friend-
ship Baptist Church in the city 
of Chicago. He is a communi-
ty leader and activist who has 
acted based on his faith and 
devotion. Rev. Bachus has 
helped many in the Chicago 
community, including those 
challenged by gun violence, 
poverty, injustice, and home-

lessness. He approaches 
these difficult issues with 
inspiration, faith, and hope, 
all founded on the example 
of Reverend Martin Luther 
King, Jr. Rev. Bachus recog-
nizes that community build-
ing often must include the 
government, law enforce-
ment, neighborhood busi-
nesses, churches, and schools 
that come together in dia-
logue, coalition building, and 
problem-solving. He shared 
his experience and advice for 
expanding these efforts 
worldwide.

 One inspirational example is 
Rev. Bachus’ leadership in 

the organization Austin 
Coming Together (ACT). 
Austin is a subsection of the 
Chicago metropolitan area 
and home to dozens of local 
organizations that aim to 
improve conditions for the 
less fortunate in the Chicago 
area. It was one of the first 
places that King cam-
paigned outside of the U.S. 
south. One important activi-
ty involves hundreds of vol-
unteers who stood on trou-
bled street corners on 
Wednesday evenings to pro-
vide a safe and crime-free 
environment for the com-
munity. After the communi-

ty boldly gathered in this way 
on Wednesday nights, gang 
members threatened to con-
front him at his church. Rev. 
Bachus responded not with 
fear or silence but with an 

The Reverend Dr. Reginald E. Bachus
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invitation. He asked for 
those gang leaders to come 
to his church so he could 
talk with them. The Rev. 
Bachus has befriended 
many gang members due 
to his kindness and charac-
ter. 

Rev. Bachus graduated 
with a Bachelor of Busi-
ness Administration in 
1994 from Washburn Uni-
versity of Topeka. On June 
4, 2011, he received his 
Master of Divinity from 
The Northern Baptist The-
ological Seminary. He also 
received a Doctor of Min-
istry in Preaching and 
Congregational Leadership 
there on June 13, 2015.

Rev. Bachus has served as 
Board Vice Chairman, Ex-
ecutive Director, and 
Steering Community mem-
ber of Austin Coming To-
gether (Chicago). In 2022, 
Austin Coming Together 
won the Young Nonprofit 
Professionals Network 
(YNPN) Nonprofit of the 
Year Award. It supports 
over 50 nonprofit, faith-
based, public, and private 

organizations. Austin, 
Chicago has devel-
oped a community 
plan including quality 
early learning, safe 
neighborhoods, living 
wage careers, and 
stable housing mar-
kets. Pastor Bachus 
founded the Austin-
based Friendship 
Community Develop-
ment Corporation. 
The South Coalition 
Community Council 
awarded him the 
Community Service 
Award in November 
2010. He represents 
100 Churches on 100 
Blocks in the 15th 
District of the Chica-
go Police Depart-
ment. He has served 
as the Faith-Based 
Chair of the Chicago 
Alternative Policing 
Strategy (15th Dis-
trict). 

Reverend Bachus men-
tioned his positive impres-
sions following a tour of 
Heritage Hall on campus. 
He described how Martin 

Luther King’s ethos of 

peacebuilding connected 
Soka Education and peace-
building. His final words 
were for our students, urging 
them to work hard and self-

lessly for a better world. In 
this, we find an echo of 
King`s famous statement:  
“Out of the mountain of 

despair, a stone of hope.”

Anti-Regime Protests Continue in Iran
by Fatima Rhman, PhD

For the past three months, 
the world’s attention has 

been consumed by the 
events unfolding in Iran.  
Protests began in Septem-
ber in the Kurdish region of 
Iran after the death of a 
Kurdish Iranian woman 

Mahsa Amini who died in 
police custody after being 
arrested and detained for not 
wearing the hijab or head-
scarf properly in accordance 
with Iran’s strict dress code.  

The protests continued and 
have spread throughout 

Iran, cutting across age, 
class, religiosity, and ethnic 
lines.  The old Kurdish 
phrase Jin, Jiyan, Azadi 
which translates to Women, 
Life, and Freedom has be-
come the slogan of these 
anti-regime protests. 

“While this is by far the 
greatest threat the regime 
has experienced since its 
40 plus year existence, 
there are certain factors 
at play which make a 
regime change, 
particularly in the near 
future, seemingly 
challenging.”
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Iran’s hijab policy is a central 

tenet of the Iranian regime’s 

political ideology which ex-
ploits religion to maintain a 
hold on the Iranian popula-
tion.  The Guidance Patrol, 
also known as the Morality 
Police, is the branch of law 
enforcement which enforces 
the dress code, and has the 
authority to arrest and detain 
civilians for breaking any 
laws pertaining to the dress 
or social behavior code. 

Mahsa Amini’s actual Kurd-

ish name was Jina Amini.  
Because Kurdish names are 
not legally permitted in Iran 
due to the long-standing per-
secution of the ethnic minor-
ity  group,  her  legal  Persian
 name under Iranian law was 
Mahsa.  The Kurdish minori-
ty in Iran is estimated to be 
about 15% of the Iranian 
population, with the majority 
living in the western part of 
the country.  The Kurdish 
people have been subjected 

to a long history 
of persecution 
in Iran, both by 
the current Is-
lamic Republic 
of Iran as well as 
the previous 
secular regime 
of the Shah.  
The death of 
Mahsa Amini 
tragically high-
lights this perse-
cution.  While 
manyIranians of 
Persian ethnicity 
violate the dress code on a 
daily basis without being 
arrested, Mahsa Amini was 
targeted because of her 
Kurdish ethnicity. 

The protests have been met 
with a harsh crackdown by 
the regime, as expected of 
an authoritarian regime, 
with an estimated 14,000 
Iranians arrested.  Human 
rights organizations 
throughout the world as 
well as the United Nations 

have condemned the 
regime’s actions. 

While the protests continue, 
it is yet to be determined 
whether there will be an long
-term reform or regime
 change.  While this is by far
 the greatest threat the regime
 has experienced since its 40
 plus year existence, there are
 certain factors at play which
 make a regime change, par-
ticularly in the near future,
 seemingly challenging.  The

security apparatus, most nota-
bly the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps, has a vested 
interest in ensuring that the 
regime stays in power.  Addi-
tionally, the protests while 
widespread and unabating, 
lack central organization, 
leadership, and a strategic 
game plan. Taken together, 
these factors may have a far-
reaching impact on the out-
come of the protests.

Afro and Indigenous Futurism
by Quetza Ramirez,

Afrofuturism was coined 
in 1993 by Mark Dery to 
describe the intersection 
of culture with a philoso-
phy of science and histo-
ry that envisions black 
futures. It is defined by 

Ingrid LaFleaur as “a way of 

imagining possible futures 
through a black cultural 
lens”. This term focuses on 

the African diaspora whereas 
African futurism focuses on 
movements and community 
building living in Africa.

 Indigenous Futurism pivots 
off the movement and senti-
ments of Afrofuturism but 
with Indigenous lives at the 
center. It can be defined as a 
new way of storytelling us-
ing today’s technologies to 

Elizabeth LaPensée, Our 

Grandmothers Carry Water 

from the Other World 

(2016).
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unearth the traditional ways 
that have been erased from 
colonial history, all the while 
telling new narratives of the 
future.

 These two terms are im-
portant for any movements 
and initiatives surrounding 
equity and inclusionary work 
that aims to address the harm 
that targets BIPOC commu-
nities. There is a lot of focus 
on racism in America, the 
violence of settler colonial-

ism, and the lack of finan-
cial distribution for the BI-
POC working class. Alt-
hough, It is important that 
these conversations contin-
ue to happen to address 
them at different stages of 
society; it is equally im-
portant to highlight and 
bear in mind the important 
strides forward that are sim-
ultaneously occurring at the 
time, such as the increase in 
Black and Indigenous actors 
within media, art, and aca-

demia.

 Thus, both Afro- and Indig-
enous- futurism  aim  to
 “liberate” themselves from 

the oppression of colonial-
ism and systemic racism 
throughout history by envi-
sioning themselves in the 
future. This is a powerful 
statement because at various 
points throughout history, 
the dominant culture want-
ed to erase both the Black 
and Indigenous cultures or 

assimilate them into the dom-
inant  culture.  Therefore,  the
 importance of envisioning the 
marginalized communities in 
the future is a message filled 
with hopefulness.

Research Being Conducted by the SUA REHR Center 
Student Fellows:

Christa Niyeze, 
Class of 2023

“Creating Inclusive Spaces at 

SUA and beyond” o Soka 

University is home to many 
community members from a 
variety of backgrounds, 
which is why we need spaces 
where we can thrive to see 
and understand each other. 
How can we use the REHR 
Center’s mission as the 

foundation in the creation of 

inclusive spaces that will 
allow us, students and fac-
ulty alike, to truly see each 
other? I intend to collect 
information on the works 
already done on campus 
to understand what con-
versations we are already 
having while also educat-
ing myself and other Fel-
lows on what inclusive 
conversations look like 
and what workshops we 
can create for our diverse 
Soka community. 

Pablo Zavala, 
Class of 2023

“Economic Shocks among 

Ethnic Minorities in Ecua-
dor”  How does gasoline 

price affect standards of 
living in Ecuador? What 
groups seem to suffer the 
most from costs of living 
fluctuations in terms of real 
market-based consumption? 
Ethnic minorities usually 
suffer the most from eco-

nomic shocks, such as sud-
den price increases. I exam-
ine how gasoline price fluc-
tuations have affected costs 
of living and, therefore, real 
consumption capabilities 
across ethnically distinct 
zones in Ecuador by using 
province-level panel data 
obtained from governmen-
tal sources, such as the Na-
tional Institute of Statistics 
and Census and the Central 
Bank of Ecuador, to run 
regressions in which we esti-
mate the significance of 
costs of living changes in 
real consumption. 
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Quetza Ramirez, 
Class of 2023

“Ethnic Studies and (or?) 

Global Citizenship Educa-
tion”  Quetza’s project is 

focused primarily on Eth-
nic Studies but also in-
cludes an aspect of Global 
Citizenship Education. He 
explores the intersectional-
ity  of  these  two  fields  be-
cause their combined value 
can foster global leaders 
with the essential 
knowledge to create a bet-
ter future. The research 
question "What are the 
SUA community's views 
on Ethnic Studies?" serves 
as an entry point into this 
deep topic. I will send out 

a survey with twelve ques-
tions, including demo-
graphic questions and 
questions about Ethnic 
Studies and Global Citizen-
ship Education. 

A Living Legacy
The REHR Center, found-
ed in 2020, builds on a tra-
dition at SUA to engage in 
inquiry, research, and con-
structive dialogue related to 
race, ethnicity, human 
rights, and their intersec-
tions. Notable guests like 
Rosa Parks, Coretta Scott 
King, and José Ramos-
Horta exemplify a living 
legacy.

Oct. 12, 1995: The Legacy 
of Dr. Martin Luther King

Coretta Scott King, a civil 
rights leader and the wife of 
Martin Luther King Jr., gave 
the Soka  community a lec-
ture titled “The Legacy of 

Dr. Martin Luther King.” 

Mrs. King shared that while 
her husband is remembered 
as the leader of the civil 

rights movement in the US, 
he also had a profound 
dream for the world—a 
world in which “bitter con-

flicts would be replaced by 
a new spirit of international 
brotherhood and sister-
hood.” Dr. King believed 

that an organized nonvio-
lent movement was the only 
way to bring such a global 
community into being. Mrs. 
King pointed out that the 
legacy of the civil rights 
movement has already 
transcended national 
boundaries to bring greater 
democracy around the 
world. In this context, she 
urged the students to be-
come global citizens, 
“informed and motivated to 

support human rights and 
peace movements in every 
nation” and to live “the 

dream in the spirit of nonvi-
olence.”

Please see the REHR Cen-
ter’s webpage, “A Living 

Legacy,” for more legendary 

moments that build a foun-
dation upon which the 
REHR Center strives to 
build.

“to become global 
citizens informed and 
motivated to support 
human rights and peace 
movements in every 
nation” and to live “the 
dream in the spirit of 
nonviolence.”

Coretta Scott King



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  
The Center for Race, Ethnicity, 
and Human Rights

Soka University of America
 1 University Drive
 Aliso Viejo, California 92656 

REHR CENTER TEAM

Kevin Moncrief, PhD

 Co-Director, REHR Center

 Vice President for Mission Integration

Ian Olivo Read, PhD

 Co-Director, REHR Center

 Professor of Latin American Studies 

Pablo Camus-Oyarzun, PhD

 Assistant Professor of Spanish Language and Culture

Lisa MacLeod, PhD

 Associate Professor of International Studies

Fatima Rahman, PhD

 Visiting Assistant Professor of  International Studies

Christa Niyezei, Class of 2023

 REHR Center Student Fellow

Pablo Zavala, Class of 2023

 REHR Center Student Fellow

Quetza Ramirez, Class of 2023

 REHR Center Student Fellow

We are on the web!
https://www.soka.edu/academics/research/
 center-race-ethnicity-and-human-rights

https://www.soka.edu/academics/research/center-race-ethnicity-and-human-rights



