
This July, Arizona State University’s Center for the Study of Religion 
and Conflict, in partnership with the National Endowment for the 
Humanities, will host a series of events marking the 20th anniversary 
of the NEH’s first award to Dr. Mohammad Yousof Asefi. The program 
will feature an art exhibit celebrating Dr. Asefi’s extraordinary story 
and artistic journey and a panel on religious freedom.

In the 1990s, he risked his life and his family’s security to conceal 
paintings targeted for destruction by the Taliban, helping preserve the 
artworks for future generations. After fleeing Afghanistan with his family in 
2021, he continued his mission to express, create and share beauty while 
rebuilding a life in Arizona. Today, Dr. Asefi serves as the CSRC’s inaugural 
artist-in-residence, reflecting the center’s commitment to meaningful 
engagement with local, national and global communities.

Dr. Asefi’s work highlights the power of art to resist repression, preserve 
memory and inspire the human spirit. It also illustrates the powerful 
impact of collaboration among scholars, institutions and philanthropists in 
preserving and sharing cultural works that might otherwise have been lost.

“Under the Taliban’s occupation of Afghanistan, I was silenced, 
unable to express my art freely. But since coming to the United 
States and joining the Center for the Study of Religion and 
Conflict, I have regained my voice.” —Dr. Mohammad Asefi

At a time when artistic expression, cultural heritage and intellectual 
freedom remain under threat in many parts of the world, this program 
underscores the enduring role of the humanities in preserving cultural 
memory, deepening public understanding, empowering community 
resilience and strengthening civic life. Together, the events highlight ASU’s 
role as a national leader in advancing the arts and humanities through 
dialogue on religion, diplomacy and global conflict.
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The Exhibit

Highlighting three  
intertwined themes:

Afghan life before the Taliban 
A glimpse into the country’s natural 
beauty, artistic traditions and 
cultural richness.

Taliban oppression
The erasure of art and the 
suppression of artistic and personal 
freedom under authoritarian rule.

Hope and renewal
Acts of courage to preserve art, 
protect lives and sustain the human 
spirit in Arizona.

Repression, Resilience and Renewal
Religious freedom and the art of Dr. Mohammad Yousof Asefi



Program Schedule

Tuesday, July 21 –
Thursday, July 23
10 a.m.–4:30 p.m. | Room 211 

Public art exhibit

Through selected original artwork 
and interpretive materials, this 
exhibition explores Afghan cultural 
heritage, restrictions on personal 
expression and religious freedom under 
Taliban rule, and cultural preservation and 
personal resilience.

register: asuevents.asu.edu/event/Asefi-DC

Thursday, July 23 
3–4:30 p.m. | Event Pavilion Eighth Floor 

Panel discussion

The Courage to Create:
Art, Humanity and Religious Freedom

How does artistic expression endure 
when freedom is under threat? An 
expert panel will explore how art serves 
as a tool of resistance and resilience, 
and ways cultural, political and religious 
forces shape artistic expression. Inspired 
by the life and work of Dr. Mohammad 
Yousof Asefi, panelists will discuss the 
relationship between creativity, religious 
freedom and cultural heritage, and the 
vital role artists play in preserving memory, 
strengthening communities and sustaining 
the human spirit. Panelists include: Dr. 
Asefi and Knox Thames, a human rights 
lawyer and religious freedom advocate.

register: asuevents.asu.edu/event/courage

Support this program and 
advance public humanities, 
cultural preservation and global 
engagement through the work of 
the Center for the Study 
of Religion and Conflict.
csrc.asu.edu/artist

In times of oppression, 
artists have wielded their 
creativity as a powerful form 
of resistance. 

Art becomes a sacred act, 
challenging injustice, 
igniting hope and 
illuminating the resilience 
of the human spirit.


