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The Creation and Configuration of Asian Girlhood: An Examination
of Sharon Tran’s Asian Girlhood in the Shadows of U.S. Empire

by Jung Kim

Jung Kim is a professor of literacy and co-chair of the Department of Education at Lewis University, Romeoville, Illinois. Her
research has covered areas as diverse as teaching with graphic novels, hip-hop pedagogy, and Asian American racialization, but has
always focused on equity. Her current work is focused on Asian American teachers and youth. Email: Kimju@lewisu.edu

The last six years have seen an increase in aware-
ness of anti-Asian hate, a majority of which has
been reported by Asian females (Pillai et al., 2022).
Despite the outrage over the Atlanta spa shootings
of 2021, where six of the eight victims were Asian
women, and the spate of attacks on Asian women
on the New York City train systems shortly after,
relatively little academic research has examined
the ways in which Asian girls are portrayed or
conceptualized and how these understandings

This review examines Sharon N. Tran’s Asian Girlhood
in the Shadows of U.S. Empire (University of Minne-
sota Press, 2026), which analyzes the construction of
Asian girlhood through the intersecting forces of race,
gender, and empire. Drawing on literary analysis and
historical texts, Tran explores Japanese American incar-
ceration, Korean War camp towns, Operation Babylift,
and the Vietnam War to reveal how Asian girls are
simultaneously rendered disposable and idealized as

human capital. While Tran’s book has been praised as a are connected to the systemic and individualized
significant contribution to girlhood and Asian American violence of the worlds Asian girls inhabit. Sharon
studies, the review notes gaps in South Asian represen- N. Tran’s 2026 book Asian Girlhood in the Shadows
tation, limited methodological transparency, and an of US. Empire (University of Minnesota Press)
epilogue that offers limited practical direction. seeks to make these connections between girlhood

and empire as it asks: How might considerations of

' ' _ _ ' _ Asian girlhood recalibrate key paradigms, preoccu-
Key words: Asian American, girlhood, empire, minor liter- pations, and political investments in Asian American
ature studies, girlhood studies, and empire studies? What

possibilities do figurations of Asian girlhood offer for
understanding and critiquing operations of power?

The field of girlhood studies brings layers of analysis examining gender, intersectionality, and activism within the
broader field of childhood studies (Kearney, 2009). Within girlhood studies, there has been some powerful work
from scholars examining intersectional experiences like Black girlhood (Brown, 2009, 2013; Halliday, 2019), as
well as others working on queer and disability-focused work (e.g., de Finney, 2015; Stienstra, 2015). While the field
of Asian American girlhood studies is newer and less developed, it raises important theoretical and methodolog-
ical questions about how factors like race, gender, and geopolitical forces impact Asian/American' girls, as well as
challenging status quo notions of innocence, belonging, and representation. Its focus on intersectionality, counter
spaces, and empire draws on the complicated global ways Asian/American girl identities are shaped, resisted, and
claimed.

Within this landscape, Tran squarely situates her book within the crucible of empire. Drawing on theories as
diverse as understandings of the minor, of growing sideways, of neoliberalism, feminism, the model minority
myth, and materialism, Tran explores the national, transnational, and global forces at work on Asian/American
girls to understand their place within the United States. In her introduction, she invokes Black girlhood studies’
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advocacy for children who were “never meant to survive” (Lorde, 1978) and applies some of these ideas to the
Asian female minor, who is not granted care or protection yet is “the ideal embodiment of human capital” (p. 23).
In her conclusion, Tran returns to this idea when discussing the notion of refusing resilience as a form of resis-
tance; she writes: “emphasizing relentless adaptation can simultaneously dispossess the girl child of the creative
capacities to imagine other worlds possible” (p. 202). Between these bookends, Tran explores the complicated ways
Asian/American girls are paradoxically posed as disposable yet also vital to society.

Summary

Asian Girlhood is broken up into an introduction, four chapters, and an epilogue. The introduction situates the book
as an argument for understanding Asian girlhood “as a critical analytic and methodological lens for exploring
questions of race, gender, and empire” (p. 1). Drawing on girlhood studies and historical and literary analysis, Tran
uses both historical information and textual artifacts to drive her analysis of the production of Asian girlhood. She
focuses specifically on examining girls in Japanese American incarceration (Chapter 1), the American camp towns
of the Korean War (Chapter 2), as well as Operation Babylift (Chapter 3) and “Napalm Girl” (Chapter 4) during
the Vietnam War.

Each chapter draws on a variety of texts—from newspaper articles, photographs, books, poems, and even perfor-
mance art—to build Tran’s arguments about the various ways colonial and neoliberal forces have shaped the
experiences of and perceptions about Asian/American girls. Tran also draws on specific objects within each text to
make connections between the Asian girl and her humanization or objectification. There is a recurring theme of
the Asian girl’s “object-ness” throughout the book, and various literary characters’ connections with objects in the
texts are discussed in each chapter. In concurrence, questions about humanity and who is human or made human
or made to seem human are also invoked. Similar questions about justice, innocence, and connection are pulled
through the entirety of the book. While the question is never actually stated, as a reader, I, an Asian American
woman, could not help but ask: “Why do we have to justity, prove, or defend our humanity as Asian girls/women?”

Chapter 1. The Child-Facets of Japanese American Incarceration: Visions and Literary Revisions of the
Schoolgirl

Chapter 1 unpacks the depiction of the Japanese American schoolgirl in WWII incarceration camps. Beginning
with Dorothea Lange’s 1942 photograph “One Nation Indivisible” and ending with the young adult graphic novel
Displacement (Hughes, 2020), Tran charts how the image of the schoolgirl was originally used to create sympathy
and connection, albeit a passive one, with the 110,000 forcibly evacuated Japanese Americans but morphs into
one of resistance and a demand for recognition and a speculative reimagining of the past and future. She discusses
Yoshiko Uchida’s choice to make the narrator of Journey to Topaz (1971) much younger than her own age at incar-
ceration to make her more sympathetic, the burning desire to assimilate in Farewell to Manzanar (Houston &
Houston, 1973), as well as the intersectional connections and solidarity that are draw on in Weedflower (Kadohata,
2006) and Sylvia & Aki (Conking, 2011). In each story, the girls wrestle with not only what is happening to them
because of the camps but all the ways in which their communities—and the relationships within those communi-
ties—are impacted as well.

Chapter 2. Reclaiming the Korean War: On Kumiho Hunger and Imaging Camp Town Girlhood Otherwise

In Chapters 1 and 2, Tran juxtaposes various images of the Asian female form to demonstrate how it can be
displayed as innocent (incarcerated girl) or sexual (sex worker). Chapter 2 begins with two different stories about
Korean children who became attached to American units and the very different ways in which they were portrayed
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and treated. While boys could be mascots, the girls were seen as more disposable and connected with a feminized,
dependent portrayal of the Republic of Korea—in need of a masculine American force. In mining Nora Okja
Keller’s Foxgirl, Tran invokes what justice might entail for girls who, because of their desires, are moved “farther
and farther from the frame of childhood innocence” (p. 103). Following the stories of two camp town girls as they
navigate sex, self-worth, and what they are willing to do for what they want or need, Tran challenges us to consider
the power of a girl’s desires.

Chapter 3. Justice for the Vietnam War (Non)Orphan: Narrating Operation Babylift and the Strangeness of the
Child Before the Law

At the beginning of Chapter 3, Tran explains her choice to use the word (non)orphan to describe the Vietnamese
children who were removed from Vietnam and then adopted in America, whether they were biologically orphans
or not. She critiques the paternalistic attitude that viewed Vietnamese parents as incapable or inferior to American
parents, documenting the nearly insurmountable obstacles some had to overcome to regain their children. Viet-
namese children, regardless of their kinship ties, would presumably have better lives in America. Tran draws
comparisons between the short story cycle form of We Should Never Meet and the layered multiple narratives about
Operation Babylift. As the various characters in the interlocking stories traverse borders, families, and situations,
they seek connections to others, connections that were ostensibly severed in their removals from Vietnam. Like
the girls in Foxgirl, Tran argues for an investment and appreciation of the characters’ humanity, regardless of their
supposed innocence or worthiness. Even as each character struggles to find kinship and a sense of self-worth, each
is left wrestling with an object and its meaning in their lives.

Chapter 4. Theorizing the “Napalm Girl”: On the Possibilities of Objecthood

While Chapter 4 begins with the well-known photo of a naked young Vietnamese girl with burns from napalm,
Tran also discusses a novel and two poems. The chapter explores the possibilities of objecthood and what agency
and personhood mean when considered through “Napalm Girl” as a heuristic. Drawing on new materialism,
she examines “the relation between humans and things, as well as the relation things have with other things” (p.
157). What are the connections between war and the female body—of borders and dreams and desires? And the
ever-present question of what justice may look like for those caught in the wake of war. It is the most theoretically
abstract of the four chapters and raises questions about the ways humans are objectified and how objects can seem
even more human than the people around them. The blurring of human/object seems to convey a blinking sense
of double perception of how Asian girls see themselves and are seen.

Epilogue. The Girl Child in the Neoliberal Empire: Toward a Politics and Ethics of Lying Down

The final section of the book critiques images of “the girl child as the ideal embodiment of human capital” (p. 189)
and the various investments in Asian girls, particularly from the Global South. The resilience of Asian girls is tied
to creating productivity socially and economically; it is hinged on a neoliberal notion of consumption and capital.
It is not about harbour from structural violence or healing. Tran draws on various works by British Punjabi writer
Bhanu Kapil and her construction of what Tran describes as girl-monsters to discuss a way forward—of sorts. The
last section of the chapter ends with Kapil's argument for not engaging, not fighting the power or surging forward,
but “lying down” and refusing to engage. Rather than embodying resiliency and learning to withstand challenges,
the girl-monster can refuse. It seems to evoke the ethos of Bartleby the Scrivener (Melville, 1853), who refuses to
participate in the system with a seemingly passive statement of “I would prefer not to”
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Reflection

Asian Girlhood is a tremendous resource, clearly a product of intense research, scholarship, and intellectual engage-
ment. The interweaving of literary analysis and historical insight provides a rich, multilayered understanding of
the complicated transnational forces that impact the ways in which Asian/American girls are portrayed and move
through the world. Tran’s account of the interlocking systems of oppression of racism, sexism, and empire on
Asian/American girls reveals the connections contemporary Asian/American girls have to Asian/American girls
across space and time. It is an excellent contribution to the fields of girlhood studies and childhood studies.

With that said, certain areas seemed like missed opportunities. Before I discuss those points, I want to state my own
positionality. I am a 1.5 generation Korean American woman. While some of my own work currently is on Asian
American girls, I come from the field of education, where there is always a push to consider what is applicable
from research. There is the drive to ask “What’s next? What do we do with this?” In my own work, I've examined
how Asian American girls make sense of their own gendered, racialized selves through the lens of Asian American
young adult literature in an after-school book club. The ending response of Tran’s book—of “lying down”—while
intellectually legible, is not a tolerable one in the domain of education. As Tran notes, schools have historically
not been safe spaces for Asian/American girls, yet the knowledge obtained from her work does not point toward
what could make schools—or elsewhere—safer spaces. And, as one of my participants noted, “Sometimes an
Asian person might look like theyre okay, but they’re actually kind of dying inside” There is much at stake. This
is not to argue that the thoughtful analysis Tran conducts does not have value, but there is a missing element in
terms of what is to be done. And perhaps that is in tension with the need for action that is implicitly critiqued in
the epilogue, the idea of production, but I would argue that we cannot ignore Asian/American girls much longer.
With some of the highest suicide rates (Noh, 2013) and lowest health-seeking behaviours (Lee et al., 2021), Asian/
American girls are vulnerable.

In addition, while no single text can encompass the entire Asian/American girl experience, there are significant
gaps in Asian Girlhood. Two of the four chapters focus on East Asian girls and the other two on Vietnam. With over
forty countries in Asia, there are too many possibilities to address them all thoroughly; however, the absence of
a chapter about South Asian experiences is surprising. While Tran refers to a few events in India, like the Bhopal
chemical disaster, she does not deeply engage in the different experiences of colonialism, empire, race, and gender
for South Asian/American girls. She situates her epilogue, which includes a significant discussion of Kapil’s works,
as addressing the girls/women of the Global South, but it lacks the deep historically situated analysis she conducts
in the other chapters. Furthermore, Kapil’s writings are located within a British context, and Tran only briefly
touches on British-Indian dynamics. By not addressing the kinds of stereotypes and representations of South
Asian girls that exist and how they are different from those of East Asian girls, there is a flattening of experience
and understanding that implies a certain monolithic understanding of the Asian girl.

Just as one might wonder why Tran didn’t discuss India or even the Philippines—another country that has been
deeply impacted by colonialism and war and has some parallels to the Korean camp towns—her process in selecting
literary texts was also unclear. There is a wide scope of literature around Japanese incarceration, and I found myself
curious about her choices. For example, while Tracy Chee’s young adult novel We Are Not Free includes a multitude
of voices, not just female, it is widely celebrated, but there are also quite a few other titles that range from picture
books to novels. In discussing what is present within the confines of Asian Girlhood, it can also be productive to
wonder about what is missing. Because Tran does not discuss her process, either in terms of how she came to her
work or what her selection criteria were for historical time periods and choice of texts, it is unclear how she deter-
mined what was worthy of scrutiny and what was not.
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At times, the book can feel a bit dense, particularly for readers newer to some of the theories or language on which
Tran draws, or those who are unfamiliar with the texts she analyzes. There is a tremendous amount of information
packed into just over 200 pages. However, the intellectual grappling and meticulous research make the struggle
well worth it. As noted above, the field of Asian American girlhood is in its nascent stage, and Trans book is a
significant boon to scholars in multiple disciplines. Her insightful engagement with a multiplicity of theories,
historical points, and literary analysis is cogent and cohesive throughout the book. Even within this broad field,
Tran pulls consistent themes and ideas throughout the book. While the reader may still leave with some questions
at the end, this points to the broader need for more research and thought around Asian/American girlhood.
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1 This article uses the term Asian/American to encompass both Asian and Asian American girls.
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