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[JITESH JAGGI]: Okay. Wonderful. We can start now. My name is Jitesh Jaggi. I work for the National Indo American Museum. We are today interviewing Punit Jasuja for our Broadening Narratives project as funded by the Donnelly Foundation. Awesome. So you already have some introduction of what we're doing here. We will be interviewing folks for this project. The interview lasts just over an hour and this will be used for archive at our website and in the organization physically as well, National Indo-American Museum.

Could you state and spell your name?

[PUNIT JASUJA]: My name is Punit Jasuja, P u n i t. The last name is J a s u j a.

[JJ]: Awesome. And where were you born, Punit?

[PJ]: I was born in Chicago, Illinois. 

[JJ]: What year was that? 

[PJ]: 1974, at Gottlieb Hospital.

[JJ]: Mhmm. What neighborhood is that? Or what neighborhood did you live in Chicago?

[PJ]: Oak Brook 

[JJ]: Alright. So what do you know about your family origin?

[PJ]: I know that my parents moved to the US in the nineteen seventies, my father in '68 or '69, my mom in 1970 after they got married. My parents are originally both from Multan, Pakistan. My dad was ten years old when he at the time of partition, my mom was one years old. And both of them lived in Multan. My father's family being the last name Jasuja and my mother's family being the last name Radhu, R a d h u.

[JJ]: Awesome. And you said they moved late sixties, early seventies. What else would you describe about them? Asking about your parents, what did they work? What were they like?

[PJ]: My mom was a trained beautician and interior designer from Lakme Beauty School. My father was a cardiovascular thoracic surgeon. He studied at KGMC Medical College. And then they moved to the United States. My father always reminded me that there was two applications, one for England and one for the US.

The England application was longer than the American application, so you apply to America as opposed to England, it was as simple as a decision as that. Umm. He was part of the generation of lawyers I mean, engineers and doctors who were getting visas to come to work in this country. And he moved here for, I think, a year or two, and then he moved he went back India on a wedding shopping trip. Yeah.

He was introduced to my mother by some mutual connection from back in Pakistan from Multan from the Multan association of friends. And my father comes from a very large family. He was the last child of his mother, but there was three wives of his father. My mother comes from a family of five.

[JJ]: Family of five. What's your early memory of your parents? Either, both.

[PJ]: Two. My mom having a bouffant wearing a dress and my mom having a bouffant wearing a sari, being very glamorous. 

[JJ]: Okay. 

[PJ]: I do remember spending time with my parents in India. Um.

I was three weeks old when I made my first trip to India.

[JJ]: Where in India did they have family?

[PJ]: Delhi and Bombay and Agra. Chadhra, specifically. In Bombay, Cuff Parade, specifically. Santa Cruz, Juhu.

[JJ]: What was your mom like? It sounds like a very, a very shiny image that I'm getting from her.

[PJ]: Yeah. I mean, she was pretty fabulous. She's always had a great sense of style and class, but I had to imagine now when we talk about things that, umm,  it was a time that they were afraid and they didn't know how things worked and they were trying to fit into a society that they didn't understand. Umm. They had to book phone calls to call home. They did not have Internet or any of those type of tools to be able to understand how to navigate through spaces. So I think that they were very bold and brazen. Umm. They used to say that they used to be driving down the road, and if they saw another car going in the opposite direction and that person was brown, both cars would stop and kind of give hugs because there were such few. Umm. Most of the people who came to the Chicagoland area were professionals because even that ticket to get to New York, let alone get further into America, into mid America, was expensive.

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PJ]: So if you didn't have that college degree, that's why most of the cab drivers and kind of the people who fill in the lower income jobs are on their East and West Coast because it was that much harder to get to Chicago.

[JJ]: Yeah. What was your father like?

[PJ]: Very, very hard working, very, very disciplined, ahh, had a lot of integrity, ahh, was really well known in um, his practice for being very giving.

[JJ]: And how was he towards you? Both of them.

[PJ]: Umm, I think that we grew up in Oprah land, but the fact of the matter is that they were pretty much just connected to communication and sharing feelings. Ahh and I think that coming out of that structure of a joint family and then being brought into this country and all of a sudden having to fend on your own, umm, with without the tools to communicate, especially at that time, it wasn't necessarily an Indian thing and even in the West people weren't communicating. So I think that growing up at the time that we did was really, really, we kind of grew up in our with our parents in regards to understanding communication, mental issues.

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PJ]: Sexuality, umm, all of those things.

[JJ]: Yeah. Yeah. And do you see over time, has that has that changed for them?

[PJ]: Oh, yeah.

[JJ]: Were you responsible for that change?

[PJ]: We were, partly. Yeah. Okay. Yeah. I mean, as part of my coming out, I think that we broke down a lot of barriers, when you throw a rock at a glass house, everything shatters. So it's we have, become so communicative and so open and so honest. And if something's bothering one of us, we talk about it. And I think that we're living far more authentic lives where the focus is still the family. But to get to that level of intimacy, you have to work at it.

[JJ]: Yeah. Absolutely. Were there any grandparents in the picture or any other extended family?

[PJ]: So my father's parents were deceased. My father's mother, I think, died at childbirth, and then his father died when he was really young. My mother's parents were alive. I knew, I think they died when I was, like, twelve, and I was very close to them. My mother being the youngest of five, her siblings kind of acted as my grandparents.

And three of the five, two of them are already passed away. There's still three of them left. Wow. My mother and her two brothers.

[JJ]: Okay.

[PJ]: And any siblings? I have an older sister.

[JJ]: Tell me about her. What's her name?

[PJ]: She's her name is Supriya, S u p r I y a. She lives also in Oak Brook. Okay. She went to Northwestern. She's a doctor. She married a doctor. Her in-laws are doctors. *Laughs*. Ahh, and so, yeah, she lived the ultimate ABCD American dream because her goals and wishes and dreams were in line with what my parents' goals and wishes and dreams. And when the child's goals and dreams are in line with the parents' child's goals and dreams, it's a very symbiotic relationship.

[JJ]: Yeah. For our listeners, define ABCD.

[PJ]: American Born Confused Desi , it goes all the way to z. I've termed coined it American Born Confused as Desi especially for the gay or especially from Gujarat or it goes on and on.

[JJ]: Wow. Umm, how's your relationship with your sibling with Supriya  growing up?

[PJ]: Ah, I think that we were both trying to figure out our own spaces in our homes and, uh, and trying to survive our own challenges of going to school in America and figuring out our own identity. Umm, Identity being kind of the major journey for a lot of us who grew up here.

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PJ]: Uh, to understand where we fit in. Are we we're too, we're too American in India, and we're too Indian in America. And uh, so I think we were doing that, but now we have a very symbiotic relationship. We both value the same things. We both kind of have the same outlook on life.

[JJ]: Yeah. You just mentioned something about it being also difficult for you back in India for you and your, your sibling. What language was spoken at home?

[PJ]: English, but Hindi also.

[JJ]: So you and your sister, did, did you learn Hindi?

[PJ]: We learned Hindi through Bollywood, through watching movies.

[JJ]: Wow. Uh, and did, was there a shift where you started including more Hindi in your English?

[PJ]: When I started working in India. When I started working with Indian clients.

[JJ]: Okay. We will get to that in a minute. Um, describe a typical day in growing up in your family with your siblings, with your two parents? What would a typical week be or weekend be?

[PJ]: Pretty normal. I mean, wake up in the morning, my mom would wake up or maybe not wake up. We'd grab our breakfast. We'd head out the door. We'd go to high school.

We'd have activities after school. We'd probably have activities before school. Come out by seven thirty, eight, eat dinner, do some homework, and then, you know, change, wash and repeat.

[JJ]: Where did you go to school?

[PJ]: I went to Downers Grove North and so did my sister.

[JJ]: And, um,  so in that school, do you, did you see other people, uh, who looked like you? 
Were there some brown kids?

[PJ]: Yeah. I had a lot of, I actually had a couple of really good friends who were brown.

[JJ]: Okay. And what was the community like, or what was the, what was going to school like in America? Was it– 

[PJ]: Easy 

[JJ]: Did you feel like an American?

[PJ]: Ahh, so one of the differences is that growing up in Oakbrook is that we grew up privileged. So I feel that that was really, like we didn't necessarily held the identity card as something that worked against us. We were just like, okay, we come from, you know, a privileged community, and so we were slightly more educated to recognize that that was, in some ways, a higher calling card in America than using the brown card as a minority card?

[JJ]: Very astute observation. Thanks for that. Um, if I were to ask your sister that question, do you think her answer would be more or less the same? What was her school schooling?

[PJ]: I think that she would probably say that people definitely thought she was brown, but I don't think that she ever thought she was any less.

[JJ]: Got it. That makes sense. Um, and at home, was there a different culture preserved inside the house than it was outside? Was there food or movies?

[PJ]: Yeah. We had, we watched we, had Indian food all the time. One of the differences between us and a lot of the other kids is that we went to India every summer. My grandparents owned movie theaters, so we, when there was no electricity at home, we would go and watch movies because that's where they would have a generator. So we would know the latest movies. We'd have the VHS player. We had the beta player.

We watched, there was a lot of Indian culture. My mom liked cooking Indian food, but she also cooked Western food. Um, family was regarded as a very important, ah, part of our lives, and when relatives came to visit, it was kind of given top priority, ahh, which was fine. But, yeah.

[JJ]: Um, where was this, where were these movie theaters?

[PJ]: In Chhabra.

[JJ]: Early on?

[PJ]: Yeah. In Chhadra.

[JJ]: Oh, wow. In Chhadra. Okay. 

[PJ]: Radu Palace, Radu Cinema, and Gyanand.

[JJ]: Wow. So describe a typical going back to India visit. What was that like? What did you discover? What was it like for you?

[PJ]: We would bring, six suitcases with us, oftentimes a lot of, like, bed sheets and linens because they could not, in that time, in the nineteen seventies and eighties, get those type of items in India. So my mom would drag makeup and beauty products and hair dryers, televisions, VCRs, I don't know what we all took, and we would show up with six suitcases and we would drive to Chadra and there was no electricity oftentimes. My mamajiji lived upstairs, my chote mamaji lived downstairs. My grandparents lived downstairs.

It was amazing. People were running up and down. You know, if we were bored at one house. You'd run upstairs, and you go see what was happening at the other house.

[JJ]: Uh, Did you have cousins back home?

[PJ]: Yeah. I had three cousins. And my mamaji actually married a German woman, so they were a German woman living in Chabra with us. And then my other mamaji had three daughters, so there was always fun happening. We were playing darkroom and, you know, I was there for usually in the summers, we were there in August during Independence Day, so we used to play with the kites and, the, the, the string and the glass and the glue.

And, my grandfather owned a movie theater. So I was the coolest kid on the block, and we used to go to Bitu Ice Cream and have an orange bar and get our haircut, a cut at the local place, and right around the corner was the temple, so there was always bells ringing. So in some ways, India was just, it was like, wow.

[JJ]: Yeah, sounds like it was very…

[PJ]: There was stuff going on.

[JJ]: Well received, but also there were, the family itself was multicultural, so 

[PJ]: Totally

[JJ]: so it kinda fit in.

[PJ]: Um, not necessarily multicultural. Yeah, it was multicultural, but at the end of the, yeah,  they were modern thinking. They were definitely forward thinking.

But, I mean, to be able to, be able to, at that age, to go from one country to another and complete experience something that's completely different, um, was fascinating and mind blowing.

[JJ]: Yeah. What made your parents go back every summer? What was there for them?

[PJ]: Their family.

[JJ]: Their family. That was the pull? Was there, like, a?

[PJ]: Only that was family pull?

[JJ]: Or was there excitement for it?

[PJ]: She wanted to see her parents.

[JJ]: And was your father just as excited about?

[PJ]: He was very happy, that we would go back and spend time with not only our, his family, meaning both my parents' families.

[JJ]: Yeah. Every year is, is a is quite a dedication.

[PJ]: And there were some times that we didn't go every year, but, yeah, mostly. And if not, you know, at Christmas or something, which eventually led to me showing more and more interest in spending more time in India and eventually setting up, establishing an office in India. And so now I live between New York, New Delhi, and Oak Brook

[JJ]: Um, where ah, after Downers Grove, what, what was next for you for education?

[PJ]: University of Illinois, Champaign Urbana, art, art history, and psychology. And then I went to London School of Economics where I studied information technology.

[JJ]: Very diverse field. So tell me first what led you to art and psychology? 

[PJ]: Just 

[JJ]: Interest. 

[PJ]  Interest. 

[JJ]: What was there?

[PJ]: I probably felt like I needed to figure myself out, psychology wise.

[JJ]: Okay. Yeah. I was going to ask, like, what was there in your childhood that would lead you towards that path, towards art? Was were you

[PJ]: (Inaudible) Oh, my, my mom was interested in interior design. I was interested in art.

[JJ]: Okay. That makes sense. So once you finished that, did you immediately jump to, um, information?

[PJ]: Yeah.

[JJ]: Science, you said? Yeah. What was that connection like, and why was that?

[PJ]: Um, just wanting to do something that was stable and appropriate and what was Indian appropriate, so trying to fit in.

[JJ]: Uh, was there any family pressure, or did was that just..

[PJ]: No, was all self induced pressure. My parents never put too much pressure on us. It's just you heard the conversations about what their expectations were of other people.

[JJ]: Right, right. Um, it’s, I imagine you fit in just fine in Urbana Champagne. Was that right?

[PJ]: Yes and no. I was a little bit of a GDI, goddamn independent. I wasn't really a fraternity guy. I did some stuff in film. I was involved with the Indian Student Association.

I think that the queer factor was something that I was still struggling with at that age.  So that made it a little bit more difficult for me to fully immerse myself into the university, but I had a great time and I have great friends from that period of my life, and I'm still friends with them.

[JJ]: Wow. And, um,  would you say the same about LSE? Or

[PJ]: Yeah. I have three best friends, the best.

[JJ]: Okay. And your time there was, how was studying abroad like for you?

[PJ]: Awesome. That was when I also realized that people in Europe had a much more better understanding of what Indian culture was and had a little bit more appreciation for our culture and our history and our language and our food and our history, where America was still, we still hadn't made strides into popular culture about what India was. It wasn't till Madonna and Om Shanti and, and, and that kind of thing where people were like, oh, what's India all about?

[JJ]: Wow. Are you so you saw that interest sort of rise

[PJ]: Completely.

[JJ]: Right in front of your eyes? 

[PJ]: Completely.

[JJ]: That's interesting. Um, do you remember one of the first few times maybe you were asked about being an Indian, or what was it like?

[PJ]: Yeah. Like, oh, do you do yoga? Like, I, so like, the music's so interesting. I remember going in college where music became first thing. It was, like, Ravi Shankar and Anoushka Samran (may have meant Shankar).

That kind of stuff started happening. Then Madonna came out with that album, and then they would get a little bit into the “bindhis”. And then there was a little bit of, you know, Alanis Morissette going to India, and people kind of and, obviously, the Beatles, what for those who are really, so I think music was probably the first place, then slowly, slowly food, then then not even food. It took some time. And then, obviously, yoga, meditation, and then that kind of angle came in.

[JJ]: Yeah. The spirituality kind of thing.

[PJ]: Yeah and then, also, if you were to look further, I mean, I work in design and fashion, but, obviously, fashion and design, like, where is all this couture coming from? Where is this beading work happening? Where is Dior doing their work? Um, you know, where are these beautiful textiles coming in? My mom being an interior designer, we saw lots of beautiful things come in and out of the house, and, you know, we learned about, oh, this is Indian, and that's Indian and stuff.

So creatively, it was obviously one of the richest countries in the world because it's just nobody surpasses India when it comes to, like, the variety of food, culture, language, design.

[JJ]: As you see this interest in not just you, but Indian culture in general around you rise, does that make you take more interest in your culture? Do you feel a need for representation? Or?

[PJ]: No. I think it's just really beautiful to see how it's evolving. I love to see the young people who are doing stuff in film and, and how they're you know, this we've been on the   precipice of, you know, create of, merging into this culture or that fusion beginning to happen, and now it's happening. It's happening at the comedy clubs. It's happening on TV.

It's, uh, but how you know, it's kind of entertaining to see how people interpret it sometimes. It's also interesting to see how the, this new generation interprets it. Um,  it's what I find the most interesting is, is that how different like, India's moving at a certain pace and America is working at a certain pace, but the Indian culture and the Indian diaspora is definitely on its own trajectory, and the Indian experience in India is on its own trajectory. And they haven't merged as yet, and I'm interested to see how it will merge.

[JJ]: You have a very interesting past in the sense that and, and you have a vantage point in understanding these differences or similarities because, you know, a lot of Indian Americans who grew up here, they will talk about, they didn't see representation in movies, but you watched Bollywood movies just as much as you watched Hollywood, Um.

[PJ]: And it was our bread and butter.

[JJ]: Oh, that's true. That was in the family business. Um, so did you not feel the need for representation? Did you not feel a lack of representation, or did you still feel that way? What were your thoughts?

[PJ]: Did I feel like Indians weren't represented growing up?

[JJ]: Just yeah.

[PJ]: Yah of course, they weren't represented. 

[JJ]: They weren't

[PJ]: They weren't. 

[JJ]: They weren't. 

[PJ]: But that's okay. But, but, it was a small minority. And then as we grew and, you know, as we became more aware, I mean, I, I, I,  was able to surround myself with people who were interested in my culture. Right?

[JJ]: Right.

[PJ]: They'd be like, oh, yeah, you wanna try a samosa,  come over. You might oh, yeah. I have your mom's butter chicken. Like, yeah. Yeah. Come over. My friend's still say from high school, “like, your mom's cooking was the best.” Well, of course. Yeah. It all had to do with how you carry that pride.

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PJ]: If you carry that pride with I'm Indian, and you're proud of it and you understand what the beauty of that culture is. Now if you grow up in this country and you don't get taken back home, or every time you're taken back home, maybe your parents don't come from an illustrious movie theater background and they come from the village, you know, outside of Gujarat or whatever. Like, you, you don't understand. And then there's a lot of things that you do know about your culture that, in fact, you don't like. Your parents say that you can't date, and you just they're like, why do I wanna be part of this culture? But slowly, they begin to realize and formulate. But it's difficult. If you don't have strong roots home, I think it's tougher.

I mean, you have to reinvent yourself. You have to become another culture, which is what most people have become. Most of the parents now, like, just like Padma, was saying. Yeah. She was like, oh, you came into our life.

Like, what did you think was gonna happen when you moved here? . Like, of course, she's gonna find somebody. And that girl went from living, going, going to Springdale and coming back here, well, that's a, that's a big journey. 

I'm sure, Padma, you're listening to this. So you hear what I said?

[JJ]: *Laughs* Yeah. We're talking about Padma Rangaswamy, a board member of NIAM, um, who was here shortly before the interview. Um, so it sounds like you were pretty rooted in your culture, Indian culture, but also growing up as an American kid.

[PJ]: No. That's all there. What happened was is that I, I, I followed the path. I went to management consulting. I got married to a woman, and then I came out as a gay man.

And when I came out as a gay man, I was like, am I Indian? Am I American? Am I gay? So really, my understanding, I knew the Indian part was there, but I really wanted to understand what my identity was. So I went to go spend some time in India and spent a lot of time there and built a business there.

And now I live back and forth, and this has enabled me to understand what it is that makes me Indian, what is it that makes me American, what it is that makes me gay, what it is that make me somebody who is to be married to a woman. Like, it's all fine.

[JJ]: There, you covered so much ground here. Allow me to parse it out because it's very interesting to me. Let's start with, um, sexuality. Let's talk about that because in, in general, there's always this push and pull between Indian parents and their kids dating. For you, when did you realize that you were gay and?

[PJ]: I accepted my sexuality a year and a half after I was married. I was married at the age of 28, 27. And a year after I got married, even though I chose to marry the person I wanted to marry, I loved her. She was also from, she was an ABCD from Wisconsin. Her parents went to the same medical school as I my parents did or my father did.

So in so many ways, I arranged my own arranged marriage because it was a perfect match for me, but then I realized I had to accept my sexuality. And when I did, then it was an identity crisis because I was like, well, what am I? And so you peel the layers as many people do. This has nothing to do with sexuality. It has to do with peeling the layers of understanding why you, who you are and why you've become who you are.

Is it because you made a decision when you were five years old, or is it because you heard so many times or you said so many times that you were gonna do something that you made it somehow your dream, but in fact, it's just something that you said all these years because that's what you expected people what people expected you to say.

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PJ]: And you really need to understand what makes you tick. And so once you unravel those layers, you begin to understand who you really are, and that's how you just be, and that's how you be in the moment. So I went on this jewelry journey of doing landmark. I did Vipassana. I did yoga teacher training.

I did, you know, Sivananda yoga and Madurai for, like, months, and then I did silent meditation for weeks and did a bunch of landmark courses, did a bunch of psychology classes, did a bunch of therapy with three different therapists, and to arrive that, it's all good. 

[JJ]: Yeah.  Wow. That, that really sent you off to a path of exploration, self exploration.

[PJ]: That's what we all have to do right? And one of the things that happened to me is that I had to deal with it in a much earlier time in my life because when you come out, you're like, the government doesn't support you, religion doesn't support you, so society doesn't support you.

So how do I, how do I, what kind of morals and values do I live by where I feel prideful of myself, regardless of the majority of the world saying that you actually are not worthy,  are not worthy, are not equal, and don't belong.

[JJ]: If you were just compliant, it would be so easy to fold, I imagine, in face of all of that pressure.

[PJ]: I think that opportunity lies with everybody.  It doesn't take a lot of pressure. It just takes a little crack. I mean, we can see people fall apart all the time because they're holding up this existence of who they think they are, and they're trying to project it, but it has nothing to do with who they really are.

And we Indians live with a lot of denial and are oftentimes left with not the opportunity to understand who we really are. We go through life just moving.

[JJ]: Yeah. Did you date in high school? 

[PJ]: Yeah. 

[JJ]: Did you bring girls home?

[PJ]: Yeah. 

[JJ]: And, uh.

[PJ]: They're my parents' friends' kids. 

[JJ]: *Laughs* And your parents were cool with dating in general at first? 

[PJ]: Yeah.

[JJ] Okay.

[PJ]: Yeah. They weren't,  it wasn't, it was like move around in groups. It was, you know, it's what I would give the same advice if I had kids today would be like, yeah. You know, like, sure. Move around in groups and whatever. And if you're sexually active, let's talk about it and let's move on.

[JJ]: Um, your parents must be very happy when you announced the marriage to a woman.

[PJ]: Yeah. They were really happy.

[JJ]: Yeah. It was a big wedding.

[PJ]: It was huge.

[JJ]: In Oakbrook

[PJ]: Chicago.

[JJ]: Chicago... Wow.

[PJ]: We had a bharat on Michigan Avenue

[JJ]: *laughs*. Wow. Um, and people back home, they were, they must be happy about it.

[PJ]: Yeah. They came. There was like eight hundred people who came.

[JJ]: And at that point in your life, how sure were you that you, this is the path for you?

[PJ]: You know what, I fell in love with this beautiful woman. I loved her family. I believed in Indian family values. I wanted to have children.

I loved in- laws. I was a superstar in their eyes. I totally got along with my wife. If there was any questions of sexuality, it wasn't an issue because I was truly in love.

But then when pressures of life and other things happen, then some of the your cracks become pillars that fall.

[JJ]: Yeah. Yeah. And pardon me for prying, but was there a part of you or your wife who had some sort of inkling to what was happening underneath, or did you not have access to that part of you?

[PJ]: m, I think that we both realized after coming out that a lot of the stuff that had happened had to do with expectations and wanting to do the right thing. And not disappoint your parents and kind of our parents had ideas and dreams for us, but the fact of the matter is that they knew what they knew and they wanted us to become doctors and engineers and lawyers or whatever because that's what they understood. They understand professional paths. I don't blame anymore my parents.

I think that they did the best in their ability, in their resources that were given to them. And at the age of thirty, I feel like if a kid can't figure out, they have to stop blaming their parents and, like, they need to start living their life and being happy.

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PJ]: And you can't blame that on your girlfriend or your parents or--

[JJ]: So when you look back with your wife in the high school.

[PJ]: Who I’m still friends with, yes.

[JJ]: Who you're still friends with. With the,  with your when she was your wife and you look back after coming out, did a lot of things make sense to you too, it sounds like?

[PJ]: I look back now and I think, oh my god, it was one of the happiest times of my life because it was, I was in the lane. I was fitting in. I was, I had somebody who loved me and I loved her and we, we fit to society. We, we looked right. I fit in.

It, it corrected that. Now I've, I've never felt, I can't, you know, find a partner and have a Hollywood kiss on the staircase if I want to, the way that I want to. There's just, it's all very, very complicated. And I live a very out life where a lot of gay men and women are not, don't have that opportunity. And as a result, live in a lot of shame, live in a lot of depression, anxiety, difficult to maintain relationships.

Um, it causes a lot of damage in our community, and then that leads to drugs, alcohol and depression.

[JJ]: Just coping behavior.

[PJ]: What most people do. In the time that we're in post COVID and the mental illnesses and suffering around the world, anybody who had mental issues or concerns or even at acute level has now been amplified.

[JJ]: How did these issues manifest for you before you came out?

[PJ]: Before I came out?

[JJ]: Yeah. Were there any kind of like (inaudible)

[PJ]: No, I was really young and I was very, very, um,  bold. So I, I kind of I, I kind of worked on my, I'm educated. I work hard. I make a living. I can support myself. So move out of my way.

[JJ]: Yeah. Um, was there a trigger moment that led you to come out? Was there or was there like a gradual understanding?

[PJ]: Um, it was just a lack of being able to make the people around me happy. They seemed disappointed in me even though I felt like I was giving my best effort. Um, my sister was having a daughter, and I really, uh,  the mamaji relationship really meant a lot to me. And I was like, I can lie to my sister. I can lie to my parents. I can lie to my wife. I can lie to myself, but I don't wanna lie to my niece. Like, I wanna be the coolest uncle in the world.

And so for me, I always reminded myself, I'm like, I do not wanna live like this anymore. So family values in the end.

[JJ]: *Laughs* Take me to the moment as much as you can to the moment as much as you can, the moment you came out to your family? 

[PJ]: I came out to my wife, no, I came out to my sister first, then I came out to my father, then I came out to my wife, and then came home and came out to my mom. Um,  I took it as an opportunity to talk about all the things I was disappointed about them, because one of the reasons why it was very difficult to come out was this, this failure to, that I felt that they were so consumed in their own problems. But I think that's normal in every family. Like, everyone's just trying to figure themselves out.

My parents don't understand gay, so how would they even begin to, um, I had some challenges with some of my friends and relatives because I think that some of them might have suspected but were afraid to ask. But how can I blame them? Because today in 2025  I have friends who come up to me and say, I think that my cousin might be gay, but I don't even know how to ask him. So um, it's a very difficult conversation to have with people, because it really makes them feel uncomfortable or it should be as easy as, Jitesh, are you gonna be a lawyer? And you'd be like, no.

I'm not a lawyer. And I'd be like, no. But Jitesh, are you gay? You're like, maybe sometimes.

[JJ]: Yeah. Wow. What was the reaction like? Um, I mean, I can understand for your wife, it must be different –

[PJ]: My mom said I love you. She's like, why did you get married? Fair enough. And that's a fair enough question.

[JJ]: Well, that hit me. 

[PJ]: Yeah

[JJ]: Did that hit you?

[PJ]: Yeah. She was like I'm like I'm like, oh, because I was, I thought I was in love, probably wanted to escape my life. I, I thought that this was, you know, what I needed to do. I was at the age where you do get married, and I met somebody who I thought, you know, I could if there's anybody I have to marry, then this woman's awesome. 

[JJ]: Yeah

[PJ]: So  

[JJ]: Do you feel responsible to her?

[PJ]: We were married for a year and a half. I was responsible for ,um,  I was responsible for myself, and she was responsible for herself. We both walked down the aisle together. Yeah.

[JJ]: And, um, did you lay some of the responsibility on your parents for? 

[PJ]: Sure

[JJ]: Okay.
 
[PJ]: I blamed it all on them. Yeah. And then I realized it wasn't their fault.

[JJ]: Sounds like it. How did they take that?

[PJ]: They hated it. They also it, it was kind of like when you throw a rock at a glass house, it also exposed a lot of the issues that they might have been going through. So we started discussing things a lot more.

[JJ]: So it sounds like their defenses come, came up.

[PJ]: Oh sure they did. And then they had to address what their issues were, what society meant to them, and what this would look like to the community. My parents originally were like, go to New York and live your life. We don't have to talk about it or you don't have to talk about it at home.

And I was like, no. This has to come out and how? And at first my mom said, you know, it's fine. You don't need to tell everybody. And years later she says to me, I'm so glad you told everybody because no one comes up to me and says, why did Puni get a divorce?

What happens is when somebody comes out of the closet and they deposit that guilt onto your parents, your parents go move into the closet. So they live in denial. They go into people like, oh, what's going on with your son then? And then they're lying all the time.

So they can't be authentic. So the problem is that this whole denial thing or this whole hiding thing doesn't do anybody good. You're just setting your kid free, and then you're taking the responsibility. What do parents like talking about? Their children.

And what happens? Everyone's like, Oh, you know, he's just very into his profession. He really likes it. He has lots of girlfriends. You know Punu?

We, we completely shut that down right in the beginning. It was like, he's gay and people are like, oh, but why do, why did he get married? They're like, do you know how difficult it is to come out? It's still very difficult in the community. I don't know that many people who have come out.

I think that they live in quiet or their parents don't want them to talk about it, but that creates a lot of mental illness for the entire family.

[JJ]: You know, sounds like generational trauma but in reverse where parents sometimes take over, like when you talked about parents going back in the closet and that's not helping anybody, neither the child nor the parent themselves. 

[PJ]: Exactly. 

[JJ]: Um, from where I stand, it sounds like it should have been more than enough to see that your parents are accepting of you, but you sound like you insisted that they also open up about you to everybody,

[PJ]: Absolutely. No. I told them that I would handle talking to everybody else, which I did. But the fact of the matter is, is, it took me thirty years to be comfortable in my sexuality, so I had to give them some time. Now, fifteen years later, it's no big deal. 

[JJ]: Yeah. 

[PJ] It's been twenty years, actually.

[JJ]: What resources were around you to lean on? Because when.

[PJ]: Relatives, friends.

[JJ]: Relatives too?

[PJ]: Some relatives, yes.

[JJ]: Sibling?

[PJ]: Eventually, yes. 

[JJ]: Eventually. 

[PJ]: No. Right away. I mean, as soon as she's like, okay. we have to figure this out. She didn't necessarily wanna figure it out, but she dealt with it.

[JJ]: And did these friends and relatives understand your, your family and cultural dynamics? Yeah. Okay. So you got, like, precise advice?

[PJ]: I have first cousins who I adore who are my closest friends and family who have been part of this journey with me and knew my mom and dad and were like, okay. You have to give people time to understand the process. Right? You can't just expect them to agree overnight. You can't convince your parents to love Muslims tomorrow. It takes time.

[JJ]: And also, a part of this process looks like from the outside, like, you're pointing out their bigotry. That's not what you're doing, I know. But people feel called out perhaps.

[PJ]: Yeah. Well, my parents also had to make a position about gays. Maybe they didn't, I don't even know if they had a position. They were just like, okay. Well, there, that's what those people do. It's not our family. It's, we've never seen that before.

[JJ]: And you forced them to look at that dark corner.

[PJ]: They had to force to look at a lot of corners. They had to force to look at who their friends are and if their friends wouldn't support them because their child was different. Um, they knew that I would be a part of their lives and that they wanted me to be a part of it. So if I wanted to be effeminate and if I wanted to put lipstick on or wear a dress or whatever, that they would have to be able to deal with it. And they, it took time.

And not that I'm wearing a dress or anything like that, but if I do want to be more expressive in my choice of colors or my choice of dress or whatever, then nobody should have a problem with it. And guess what? Nobody does because it's all about how you present yourself.

[JJ]: Yeah. I was going to ask, like, there has to be some resistance from other than your parents.

[PJ]: I don't look. I don't allow it. My clients are very, very, very rich people in India, and they would do weddings all over the world. I make it very clear of my sexuality from the beginning so that there's no opportunity for them to, one, need to speculate or to talk behind my back.

[JJ]: I see. And talk about, we talked about sexuality, but you did touch upon gender expression. What was that like, and how did it change over time?

[PJ]: Well, as time has gone on, I've realized how, how foolish I was. Like, for example, clothes have never had a gender. And since I've come out twenty years ago, I was always very reluctant about what was even in the gay space, there's femme and there's masculine, and I only date butch guys. Or in India, they'll say, I'm a top, and I only do top things and referral to sexual positions and things like that. Um, but what I've learned and I had to educate myself on it is that, in fact, you know, color never had a gender.

Clothing never had a gender. So it's about time that we really, I mean, if you look at Indian dress, it always had dresses and ang rakkas and things like that. And, and in fact, if you look at anatomy, a man should be wearing a dress, a woman should be wearing a pair of pants.

[JJ]: Um, I know you this is, like a such a throwaway sentence that you're saying right now, color,  that clothes don't have a gender, but I imagine it's so profoundly different and challenging for people to hear that, even Indians to hear that right now if they haven't.

[PJ]: No. Indians from India probably understand it more because they, they I mean, men did wear angrakhkas and, and, and dotis and, you know, it's not like it's not been worn before. It's part of the current culture. If you said it out loud in ABCDs or Indians from America might be like, wait. Well, I don't see myself wearing a doti.

[JJ]: Yeah. That is interesting. Right?

[PJ]: But that's also up, both the North Indian and South Indian too.

[JJ]: And you said--

[PJ]: A South Indian, you wouldn't even think about it. Right?

[JJ]: Right. And they have lungis. They're like….

[PJ]: Yeah. Goa’s. It's like part of, it's like everybody wears a skirt.

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PJ]: I love going to Kerala because all the men are in skirts.

[JJ]: And colors and patterns, which I hear you are interested in, they are, they also go beyond gender.

[PJ]: Well, we do a lot. I do a lot of personal siding and stuff. So color has nothing to do with gender. I mean, yes, girls like pink more for whatever reason, but that's just for whatever reason.

[JJ]: Yeah. I wanna point out where we are sitting, I'm surrounded by pink pillows.

[PJ]: Because my mother loves pink.

[JJ]: *Laughs* That's gorgeous. Ah,  but did you change the way you started to express yourself?

[PJ]: I began to learn and educate myself and express myself more and more freely.

[JJ]: Okay. And what does expression look like?

[PJ]: Just more modern. 

[JJ]: Okay. 

[PJ]: I guess what you'd call today nonbinary.

[JJ]: Oh, okay. That's what I was getting at. Like, I'm trying to paint a mental picture of Punit just immediately after coming out.

[PJ]: At that time, it was just about losing weight and just, you know, wanting to fit in, and I felt like I was a 16-year-old schoolgirl because I had allowed emotions to happen to me that I didn't allow to happen before.

[JJ]: Talk about what did dating look like from there on.

[PJ]: Very difficult, um, because it was in the culture of online dating. So Grindr applications and meeting boys online and stuff wasn't necessarily the best place to be, but, unfortunately, that's where it evolves. Um, It's very difficult to find men even in New York, London, and Paris who are truly out, I feel. I mean, they'll be like, oh, I'm not out to my parents, but my family doesn't know or the work people don't know, but my partner, blah blah blah blah. And after being in the closet for so long, I think it was very important for me to be completely authentic.

It's part of a lot of gay men and women live in shame. 

[JJ]: Yeah. This was, what year would this be?

[PJ]: 2010ish? 2000. No. '03, '04

[JJ]: Two thousand three, four. Oh, wow. Yeah. It's been a minute. And you said, was that the app, dating apps?

[PJ]: At the time? Yeah, it started.

[JJ]: Just

[PJ]: No. The gay dating app had started way before the straight dating apps, right?

[JJ]: Well, I didn't know that.

[PJ]: Yeah.

[JJ]: Grindr came before--

[PJ]: Yeah, because it was the gays were the first persons to adapt technology because it was the best way for them to communicate without getting caught.

[JJ]: Yeah. Anonymity. Wow.

[PJ]: And cheaters.

[JJ]: That's another thing the heterosexual world co-opted, it sounds like.

[PJ]: Well, I guess human world

[JJ]: Yeah. Um, where were you in Chicago when this happened?

[PJ]: Nope. I was in New York.

[JJ]: New York.

[PJ]: And that's when I started spending a little bit more time in India.

[JJ]: Oh, so you did go back to India.

[PJ]: So I spent a lot of time in India growing up and then when I came out in my early mid- thirties. And so, since thirty five until now, I've been living back and forth.

[JJ]: Okay.

[PJ]: But at the beginning, spending a lot of time in India establishing my business, which is designing spaces, events, interiors, and I do a lot of wedding– a lot of my awareness in India or people know a lot about me is because I do weddings.

[JJ]: Okay.

[PJ]: So I happened to have the opportunity to work with some of the largest families in India, Jindals, Modis, Berlas, Ambanis.

[JJ]: I am opening that tab in my mind to come back to, I do wanna touch upon, I asked about dating, but talk about how did you find, if at all, community when you came out?

[PJ]: So it's really interesting because I had a lot of friends who were like, you need to make your gay family because they would make their family of gay friends. And I always used to be surprised because I was like, I have friends, first of all, but that wasn't such the issue, but I have a family. So it was about enrolling my family into the role that I am and who I am.

And  so ,um,  I did make a community of friends. I made new gay friends. I had to understand what my old friends were comfortable with. Some of, most of them came on board.

Most of my relatives came on board, but it was only till years later that I was like, oh, wow. I didn't realize that did bother them. Oftentimes, you'll find people have children who are gay, and all of a sudden, have problems with their children. They didn’t have a problem with me, but they have a problem with their own children.

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PJ]: So I'm becoming more aware, aware of the fact that not everybody's completely comfortable with the sexuality thing, oftentimes because they have lack of exposure or oftentimes because they're gay themselves. 

[JJ]: Yeah. What did that pushback look like? What did that resistance look like? Did that mean, like, losing --

[PJ]: Nobody,  nobody said anything to me. I, I,  have a very strong personality, so if they had a problem with it, I don't think they would say it to my face. 

[JJ]: I see. Did you hear whispers, murmurings?

[PJ]: I think it's more you see it in their behavior.

[JJ]: Change in attitudes?

[PJ]: No. Change in how they react to other people or they say things. Or some of them grew up and just was like, oh my god. You know what? I didn't know that much about it.

Or, you know, you're the first person that I've known that, you know, has really come out who's intimate with me and who knows me. And so, like, I get it. It must have been hard for you and that kind of thing.

[JJ]: Did that put you in the position of, like, being an educator?

[PJ]: Oftentimes, one does because if they're taking a path that people are not familiar with, it takes time for people. And I have had the same kind of educational lessons I've given fifteen years ago as I am doing still today, twenty years later, about, you know, the process, what happened. I have a lot of friends who are like, my friend's kid's gay or I'm Muslim and my friend's ,my friend's son is gay. I don't know how to deal with this. Can you please talk to him?

The parents being worried. How do we navigate? What do we, how do we handle our parents who are from India? How do we tell them what's going on?

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PJ]: And mostly and they have every right to be concerned. It's not easy to come out, and it's not easy. You worry about your children. You worry about their safety. You worry about their ability to find partners.

You're worried about them not being discriminated against. It's just like any child. You don't want your child to have any sort of disability whatsoever.

[JJ]: Yeah. I was thinking with, I'm not trying to compare, but, like, if somebody's child did discover what autism is.

[PJ]: Sure. Autism, you don't want even I mean, even the sense, oh my god. The child's gonna be short. Oh, that's gonna be a problem. Or the child's gonna be dark.

Or the child's eye is off. Or you know, they're missing a finger. You don't want your child to have any sort of challenges. You wanna give them the best opportunities possible. 

[JJ]: Yeah, but that does look like inducing pressure or on the child itself growing up? 

[PJ]: Well, I mean, you, you want your children to do well in school so that they have the best opportunities so they can make a living and take care of themselves and find partners.

[JJ]: Before I move on, is there anything else about the whole coming out journey, about embracing your sexuality that you want to share? Any incident that comes to mind?

[PJ]: No. I just, one often ponders like, oh my god, did my parents, am I so fortunate that my parents migrated to the United States and I had this opportunity to be free? And how would have it looked, would it looked so different if I had been in India?

[JJ]: Yeah. Do you have a window into how people ah struggle there? Because you do….
 
[PJ]: Yeah. I mean, listen. There's the gays who are privileged, and that's one sector, and then there's those who are struggling and, you know, do not have the resources necessary to move out of their house or to be able to move to the United States. Um, you know, and so it's very challenging. And, you know, with the government being the way that they are, it's very difficult for people to tell their parents that, listen. I wanna have a boyfriend,  I wanna live with somebody. I think I wanna have a child. I mean, it doesn't even come on the horizon as a possibility for them to have because it just I mean, how can it be a dream if you can't even dream it? 

[JJ]: Or articulate it. 

[PJ]: Yeah. Or see it. You've never seen it before.

[JJ]: Yeah. See it. Yeah.

[PJ]: So I think that with the Internet and stuff, things will change, but I think that India has a long way to go. And there's so much hatred these days in India.

[JJ]: Yeah. Yeah. And do you see that hatred reflect on the community in, in a certain way?

[PJ]: Well, obviously it affects the community's pride. 

[JJ]: Yeah. What's the response like?

[PJ]: They're trying to make the best of it.

[JJ]: Okay. And what can you say about the, how the environment is affecting the community here in the US?

[PJ]: I think that the Indian community is becoming more and more accepting of the gay issue, but it's, it's, it's a, as I said, it's very easy to accept it for somebody else's child, accept it to accept it, for yourself or to accept for your children.  I mean, if ten percent is gay, I mean, the people I grew up with, where are they? They're still living in the closet.

[JJ]: I often think about, um, how is it even, it's not even statistically possible that I don't know any gay friend from my school. Like, it's not even possible. Like, I grew up in a, I went to school with, like, six hundred other kids..

[PJ]: Right.

[JJ]: And I don't know one gay person, like….

[PJ]: Yeah. 

[JJ]: That doesn't make…

[PJ]: Or lesbian, yeah 

[JJ]  Or lesbian. Right?

[PJ]: Well, and I'm sure there are. You just don't know.

[JJ]: Exactly. Exactly. Like, it's not even statistically, it doesn't even make sense that not one person

[PJ]: That there should be sixty.

[JJ]: Exactly. It has to be that some of them just had to um.

[PJ]: How many of them got married?

[JJ]: Exactly and most of them are married.

[PJ]: I'd be curious to see if all of them got married. 

[JJ]: Yeah, that is true. Um, let's talk about your.  your career, your work life. Like, talk me through what were the earliest jobs like?

[PJ]: Ah, earliest oh, wow, that's interesting. So the first job I had was a company called Tuesday Morning. My mom was working there, and I was fourteen years old, so I got permission to work before the working age. So I was a stock boy, and then I moved my way through retail.

I worked at Gap. I worked at Rand McNally. I worked at Stephanel. I worked at the Limited or what was the men's store called Structure. I worked in a coffee shop in college, in an art coffee shop.

I worked at an organic grocery store, and then I worked at when I interned, I interned at the State's Attorney's office in Chicago. I worked for the British government. I worked for a member of parliament in England. I did an internship at the bank, at Citibank, where I worked as a as a banker. And I think that's it.

Those are the three internships. And I worked Terence Conran in luxury and hospitality in London and then I moved to New York, and I worked for Accenture Management Consulting where I did luxury and fashion. And then I started a jewelry business with my wife where we started manufacturing jewelry in India. And then we got divorced, and then I worked for Discovery Communications and Media and Entertainment for many years.

And then I started working in India in styling, interior design in New York and New Delhi, um, designing interior spaces, and designing events. And one of my first events that I worked with in India was a jewelry company called Amrapali.

[JJ]: Oh, yeah. Pretty famous.

[PJ]: And then I got my second gig, which was with the princess Bhargavi Mewar, the Maharaja of Udaipur. I designed a couple of stores for her, did a wedding for the Maharaja of Khimsar, and then I started doing some projects for the, um, Jindal family, the DLF family, and then, um,  slowly made my way up to doing some very large scale weddings for the Mariwallas, the Ambanis.

[JJ]: So I'm seeing a lot of parts here, but mostly what stands out to me is, like, this kind of dichotomy between there's a management consulting, finance, bank internship angle, and then there is art and design.

[PJ]: Yeah. So the art and design quickly became the priority and the management all got left behind.

[JJ]: Got it and did you?

[PJ]: But now I run a company that has twenty five to, you know, twenty five people in.

[JJ]: Right. So did you use the management consultancy gig to kind of, like, make your way into

[PJ]: Of course. Well, obviously, working in design is great. You have to be creative, but you have to also know how to run a business. And, um, you know, I was an American working in India, which was challenging. And so, yeah, the business skills absolutely helped me to, you know, build the company that I did and to work in a company in a country that I wasn't used to working in.

[JJ]: What were the, what was the impetus in the, what was the origin for the art and design side of you?

[PJ]: No, just natural.

[JJ]: Could it be your, your, what you saw growing up observing a mother?

[PJ]: Yeah, that's part of it, but it was always in me. 

[JJ] Okay. 

[PJ]: Yeah. I've always been a very creative person. Kind of was natural to fall into that space.

[JJ]: And did you, like, get any training to or what was that something that you just, like, were drawn?

[PJ]: Just, just passion. It's how, I'm it's what I breathe. Yeah. Like, I'm constantly making spaces and thinking about spaces and materials and furniture and I love design. I love art. Yeah. I love flowers. I love beautiful things. I love living luxuriously.

[JJ]: Yeah. I see you branching out also from working for others to working for yourself. How is that like?

[PJ]: Well, very easy *Laughs* .

[JJ]: Okay. How come?

[PJ]: Because working for yourself is the best.

[JJ]: Right. But, like, there were, like, risks involved and I don't know if I'm going to make a payroll, etc. Was there never a challenge?

[PJ]: There was always a challenge, but it was fun. I mean, I did it.. I made it work. I hustled.

[JJ]: Uh-huh. And what was what did that hustle look like in the early years, especially?

[PJ]: Just working late hours and working hard and showing up on time and building company and training people and being a good listener and just working hard.

[JJ]: Who did you look up to or lean on as a model, as a resource? 

[PJ]: Um, I had a lot of support, um, through different mentors that I've developed over the years. Um, I think that also playing up on the different types of careers that I've had and also the different types of identities I have, that includes American Indian, straight, gay, um, management consultant to designer, um, was just being able to work in all of those spaces and use the strengths I had in in the diversity of who I am. 

[JJ]: Could you talk about one of the mentors of yours, or how did they kind of, like, make you?

[PJ]: Sure. I did an event for somebody in, um, India at a at a relative's house, just a small dinner, and somebody saw my work and was like, listen, you need to come and do some work for us here. And I was like, you know what,  I really spend most of my time in the US, in Oakbrook and Chicago, and they're like, but you know, in New York, and they're like, but listen, we'd really like you to do something for us. I did.

And it turned out to be a great opportunity, and that led to somebody else and to somebody else. It was in India, it was very much about being in the in the network. It's not that I've signed many contracts in the over the years. It's like I did a project for somebody who, like, went to Doon School. So then they kind of, like and I was I did something for somebody who's Marwadi.

So then all of a sudden, it got mixed into the Marwadi circle. So it's really word-of-mouth. In India, it doesn't really work. You have to have it proven yourself, and somebody just say, yeah, check this guy out, he's really good.  So I have that opportunity open up for me, which was really amazing.

[JJ]: Yeah. I was going to ask, like, how did you?

[PJ]: Break in?

[JJ]: Find that break in, yeah, because it can be hard, like.

[PJ]: Like It's impossible, especially in the wedding industry, it's, like, such a conservative industry, and it's, like, very, very protected by very few members and, also, people don't wanna mess up their weddings, so they wanna make sure that they get somebody that they can count on. Oftentimes, they weren't necessarily like, who's this kid from America who's doing it?

So one of the biggest accomplishments I've had in my life in my search of my identity is to understand that, you know, like, it doesn't matter. 

[JJ]: Yeah, um, how did this jump from art and design in general, interior design, etc., lead to weddings in particular?

[PJ]: So I design spaces, I don't plan weddings. I design spaces. So when people are like, well, you design my wedding, it's all about designing spaces, right, and entertainment and things like that. So it very much is part of that world.

[JJ]: And how did you, like, build a track record for them to look at and be like, okay. Punit is our guy.

[PJ]: You just do one project after the other. You're only as good as your last project. Every project you should, you do, you should at least get one or two clients out of it, right?

[JJ]: Right. Yeah. And no other partners. It was just you.

[PJ]: It's always been me.

[JJ]: Okay and talk about, like, how did you go about scaling that business?

[PJ]: It's not very scalable because it's all about what I do and what inspiration I bring to the table. It's not like I can do, I don't, my team doesn't have the opportunity to do many events without me. So it's really, we only do three or four weddings a year. We do four or five homes a year. We have a concept store in Delhi called Second Floor Studio where we sell furniture, lighting, clothing, jewelry from all over the world, but largely India.

Um, and so we do lots of fun and interesting projects that, you know, sometimes we're designing a restaurant and sometimes we're designing a home.

[JJ]: I see, and, um, how did you get to work for some of the very, if folks don't know, very, very privileged families and very big families in India, the Jindals you name, some Ambanis, even the royalty Mewars. So how did that come about?

[PJ]: You know, just word-of-mouth. I did some projects. I did some smaller events. I did some smaller dinners, and you know, the word got around that this guy is doing something different. Um, I started my career in India fifteen years ago.

And then it slowly  led to working all over the world because a lot of these weddings we've done weddings in Budapest, we've done weddings in London, we've done weddings in Qatar, we've done weddings in New York. And now with all this cultural trade that's happening between India and America, we're working with Indian designers and bringing them to America and American Indian designers to India.

So I'm really trying to be part of that process of that cultural exchange and that, like you said, you have a very interesting vantage point of where you sit in regards to the Indian diaspora and what's happening in India. So I'm really enjoying the ability to, just like when I was a kid, to be able to go into one culture that's completely different and then to time travel back to Oak Brook, Illinois. And I think that that was the ultimate goal of our parents, that when they first came to this country that they would establish themselves, make a little nest egg, and live back and forth, but  the fact of the matter is that time isn't forever. And by the time the money and the opportunity to then to came to go living back and forth didn't lend itself to the fact that their kids had grown up and had started establishing lives here.

So they had to be near their children, here where their future was. So in some ways, I feel very, very fortunate because I've had that opportunity to have the means to go live back and forth. My mother lives, still lives in Chicago.

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PJ]: And I go back and forth and kind of experience these two worlds culturally, how they're evolving and how quickly things are changing.

[JJ]: You have such a strong sense of beauty in your own personal taste. If I were to ask somebody who works closely with you and sees your work out in the world, how would they describe your aesthetic?

[PJ]: So I get this question a lot and I can tell you the answer to that because when people come to my events, they say that it's effortless, it's magical, and it's elegant. It's appropriate. It's not in your face. It's not OTT, but it's done in a way that you can be appreciated, you've been transported to somewhere else, which is my goal is to make you feel like you've left the woes of your day and you can come and enjoy company, food, and drink.

[JJ]: Where is this aesthetic vision or inspiration coming from?

[PJ]: I don't know.

[JJ]: Where are you deriving that from?

[PJ]: I have no idea.

[JJ]: Um, where would you have seen something similar to what you're creating now growing up or even as an adult?

[PJ]: Really, it has to do with how my mother entertained. She was very much about, um,  how she entertained, how she lived her life, um, and it's all my family. My grandparents, my grandparents own movie theaters, my masi runs restaurant, has restaurants in Mumbai called Kyber that's been around for about sixty years.

[JJ]: I know that, yeah.

[PJ]: Yeah, my grandmother was a style maker and was really into jewelry and to fashion. My mother was an interior designer. My other cousin is a huge baker. I have another cousin who makes furniture.

I have a father, another cousin who makes lighting. So we all come from a very kind of aesthetically, um, driven family, um, and  lifestyle driven.

[JJ]: I see. What does your mother make of your career and your design now?

[PJ]: She appreciates it. She loves it, yeah.

[JJ]: Does she give you notes?

[PJ]: She's like, I've seen that before, do something different.

[JJ]: And do you, like, incorporate her vision ever?

[PJ]: Oh, yeah, I mean, a lot of times I,  things that I buy and that I'm inspired by, I'm like, this is inspired by our you know, that vase at home or that painting that you have at your house. I'm like, do you see the aesthetic how I've, like, copied you? She's like, yeah. I see it.

[JJ]: And I'm imagining, does your father feel like an outsider to this world?

[PJ]: No, my dad has great aesthetics, but my father's also dead. So it's been, ah,  twenty years since he passed away. But he knew I was gay, and he, um, didn't see the India part of my life, but I think that he would have been very proud. We often talk about it.

He would have loved it.

[JJ]: Yeah. And this also has I'm kinda just, like, trying to connect this you coming into your own as a gay man with other realizations about other part of your identity as an Indian, as an Indian- American?

[PJ]: I don't think it was about coming to realization of being a gay man. It was about coming into realization of, like, okay, who am I?

[JJ]: Did that trigger?

[PJ]: And that it was triggered by the  sexuality, but then it was also like, well, beyond the sexuality, if I don't have marriage, if I don't have children, if I don't have in-laws, then who am I? 

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PJ]: And if being Indian is all of those things and I'm not those things, then what am I?

[JJ]: Yeah. What is on the horizon for you work wise, projects wise?

[JJ]: I don't know. I wanna, I wanna do something that connects India and America. I wanna spend more time in the US cause I feel like it'd be nice to spend some time with my parents or my mother who's aging, um, but other than that, it's just about, I, I would like to explore other cultures. I'm, I'm very comfortable with being Indian now, and I think it'll always be a part of me, but, like, I'm ready to move to South America.

[JJ]: *Laughs* That's interesting. Ah, but is there like, is there still like, that drive and hunger to create? Or?

[PJ]: Always, to create is always there.

[JJ]: It is there.

[PJ]: Yeah

[JJ]: I see that.

[PJ]: The identities before, it was an identity search. Now the identity search is fine. I mean, obviously, I wanted to learn more and get a deeper understanding of who I am and my purpose of the world, but creativity is the, the driving factor.

[JJ]: I see. I see that. What does life look like now? Like, are you married? Are you?

[PJ]: I'm single.

[JJ]: You're single? Okay. And since that last marriage, marriage, have things developed for you in the sense in in in the relationship department or have you been?

[PJ]: Yeah, I've dated people and um,  I'm just presently not dating anybody.

[JJ]: And how do you picture your life, like your personal family life in the future? What would you like?

[PJ]: I've stopped picturing it because I feel like that's dangerous. I'm leaving it to, um, the universe to provide, and I think it'll provide me something bigger than I think I ever thought I would want.

[JJ]: And in the meantime, are you comfortable with?

[PJ]: Yeah. Very. I'm loving my life and being single and being footloose and fancy free.

[JJ]: What does living here mean like for you, this neighborhood and?

[PJ]: I love it. I think that Oakbrook’s a great neighborhood. I, you know, we have three generations of relationships now.

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PJ]: So my sister lives here. She has three children. So her children's friends are her parent, my sister's friends and our parents' friends. So I'll go to the grocery store and I'll see people there, of that I've known for years. I know their parents. I know their children, and it’s, we’ve developed community here. Oakbrook has a very strong South Asian population. It's lovely.

[JJ]: Wow. Yeah. So I see the reflection of the roots here, and I also see now it's also making more sense to me why when you came out, you wanted to make sure that your parents and family represent the whole truth and not keep part of you hidden.

[PJ]: Mhmm. I wouldn't have been able to live. I would have run away. I wouldn't be happy at home. I wouldn't be happy in Oak Brook

Yeah. I'd be like, okay. I'm coming to visit. I'm doing my duty, and then I'm going to live my life the way I need to and I don't feel that way anymore and I think that's really important for everybody is to accept their identity, accept where they come from, but they need to understand where they've come from.

[JJ]: Other than work, how do you spend your time? What is it that you like? Just what's relaxation look like for you, what does winding down look like for you, what other things call to you?

[PJ]: It's an interesting question for a oral history.

[JJ]: *Laughs* But I'm trying to like portray a picture of Punit Jasuja just in general and work and your sexual identity as such huge parts of you.

[PJ]: No, It's, I I love living life. I love eating out. I love meeting people. I like understanding people's stories. I like understanding the purpose of life. Um, but I love, you know, good food, good life, good travel. I love to learn about culture and food and art. 

.[JJ]: Yeah.

[JJ]: Creating art, spending time with people. Relationships are the most important thing to me.

[JJ]: Yeah, and you're still so close with your family, and it sounds like you did end up becoming the cool uncle you aspired to.

[PJ]: I hope so.

[JJ]: *Laughs* Do you have a, you have one niece, you said?

[PJ]: I have a niece and two nephews and then I have lots of cousins who have children that I'm very close to as well.

[JJ]: Are you, are you fond of children? It seems like.

[PJ]: I think they're okay as long as they go to their parents afterwards.

[JJ]: And did you have any, like um,  aspiration to, to be a parent?

[PJ]: I did. And then my mom so rightly said, and it was so sweet of her to say, maybe you're out of that cycle. Maybe that's not what you're supposed to do. Maybe you're supposed to enjoy other people's kids. Maybe you're out of that, that, uh that responsibility, that dharma. Maybe you're supposed to just, you paid your dues.

[JJ]: Yeah, you are a traveler even as a person.

[PJ]: Yeah, you're supposed to just enjoy it. You're supposed to like, maybe you've already had a hard life and if you're fine, then be fine. 

[JJ]: Yeah.

[PJ]: And I'm fine.

[JJ]: Okay, that is so, ah,  meaningful that that came from your mother.

[PJ]: It does. It was huge.

[JJ]: She clearly sees you.

[PJ]: Yeah, when I came out and I got divorced, she was like, you're divorced and you're gay. She's like, nobody has any expectations of you anymore. You can do whatever you want. She's like, I just want you to be happy.

I'm like, okay. Gay man. But the problem is, is that you're in a space where there are no rules.

[JJ]: I bet that released some expectations of her, how she's supposed to be as a parent, as a grandparent, etc.

[PJ]: Yeah,  I suppose she's like, she doesn't have to get me settled. She doesn't need to see me have children. So then it's not like every milestone she's disappointed.

But she did get that in my sister, which is nice.

[JJ]: Yeah. I'm not hearing any resentment, but there.

[PJ]: There was.

[JJ]: Yeah, can you talk about that?

[PJ]: Um, I sometimes I don't have resentment. I'm just saying, oh, if I had come out earlier in life or if life had been a little bit easier for me, then maybe life would have turned out a little bit differently. But then I probably wouldn't be the person that I am today. So I can't sit there and wonder all that.

[JJ]: Yeah. I also noticed, Punit, like, when you talk about your parents' perspective, you always so far have added that they didn't know any better, in short.

[PJ]: They did their best.

[JJ]: They did their best. Um, Is that, talk to me about, like, why do you feel the, the, the, the need to add that? Is it because?

[PJ]: Because some people have resentment, and I think that every, I think it's important for parents to it, it's important for people to remind themselves that you can only blame your parents to a certain extent. After a while, you have to pick your own pants up and button yourself up. And people who are adults are like, oh, because of my mom and don't know. I'm,  I'm like, enough.

You know like, they did what they did, that's their life and you can't be like, oh, you know, in some cases in India, it's different, right? Because they, the kids do exactly what their parents tell them to do. Jump, sit, marry. Okay, which guy? Okay, that guy? Okay. I'll do it. If that's what you told me to do, mom and dad, I'll do it. And there's something to be said about that, but then that also puts a lot of responsibility on the parents.

I think my mom didn't want that responsibility. She was like, you know what, if that's what you wanna be, then you do it. I don't wanna feel guilty my whole life that I held you back from becoming the person that you need to be.

[JJ]: Yeah. What advice would you give to somebody who is desi, who's brown of any kind and is closeted or is like still grappling with their sexuality and they're young, they're in Chicago or in America, what advice would you give knowing now what you know?

[PJ]: What are you waiting for? And don't you deserve to be happy? And what they don't realize is as soon as they do come up, that it'll, in fact, in the long term, it'll be better for them and the people around them.

[JJ]: Yeah. Would that advice change for their parent? Parents of kids who are gay?

[PJ]: No. They have to, it's gonna take them time, but they'll get over it.

[JJ]: Do you see things changing?

[PJ]: Slowly. Very slowly. But, I mean, when I came out, I think I have less rights than I did when I first came out twenty years ago. So I think that in this time and age, it's really, really important for you to define your own rules and morals with your children so that they know that they are allowed to be whoever they need to be.

[JJ]: Yeah. I wanna ask a final question about not legacy per se, but how are you giving back or how are you using all this, this, this work that you have built and uh, privilege is one thing, but also, you know, you have done a lot. What is the way you are kind of like, bringing in community or other people?

[PJ]: So one is obviously talking and telling my story, but the other two, one is, is that I run the LGBT Professionals  Networking Group in Delhi where we meet, um, and we just, I try to create a safe space outside of the bar and online solutions where people can just be gay and they don't have to necessarily be there because they're here to date somebody. Um, so my real goal is really just to promote and figure out a way to help. I work with a different number of different foundations in New York, in Chicago, and in India, on high-tech to gay rights. I donate a lot of money towards the organizations and, whenever and can participate in helping create social change and awareness for gay and lesbians. Any minority group, actually.

[JJ]: Yeah.

Looking back at your life, is there anything that I missed asking that you would like to add? You would like people to know about you or any part of you that we haven't touched upon that you would like to share that completes you as a person? 

[PJ]: I think we're good. 

[JJ] Well, um, I want to thank you so much Punit for sharing your story. Even as an Indian man, just hearing your journey and how you kind of like navigate between family and profession and society, it's very inspiring and just heartwarming to see. So I want to like thank you for sharing and being vulnerable today. 

[PJ]: Sure

[JJ]  This concludes our interview today for our Broadening Narratives Oral History Project with National Indo-American Museum. Today is Sunday, May 25th. We were joined by Punit Jasuja at his residence in Oak Brook. Thank you so much.

[PJ]: Thanks.

