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On February 2, 1948, U.S. president Harry S. Truman issued a “Special 
Message to Congress on Civil Rights.” In this dispatch, the thirty-third 
commander-in-chief succinctly outlined ten recommendations, which 

included antidiscrimination laws at home, a permanent Commission on Civil 
Rights, a federal protection against lynching, statehood for Hawaii and Alas-
ka, antiracist naturalization laws, and the “settling [of] the evacuation claims 
of Japanese Americans.” On this final point, Truman explained,

During the last war more than one hundred thousand Japanese Amer-
icans were evacuated from their homes in the Pacific states solely be-
cause of their racial origin. Many of these people suffered property 
and business losses as a result of this forced evacuation and through 
no fault of their own. The Congress has before it a procedure by which 
claims based upon these losses can be promptly considered and set-
tled. . . . We in the United States are working in company with other 
nations who share our desire for enduring world peace and who be-
lieve with us that, above all else, men must be free. We are striving to 
build a world of amity of nations—a world where men may live under 
governments of their own choosing and under laws of their own mak-
ing. (Public Papers 125)

Five months later, on July 2, President Truman signed the “Japanese-American 
Claims Act,” which authorized the settlement of property loss claims. Con-
gress appropriated $38 million to settle a total of 23,000 claims for damages 
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totaling $131 million; the final claim was adjudicated in 1965, the same year 
that the Hart-Celler Act, known as the Nationality and Immigration Act, was 
passed.1

Such state-directed reparative acts, which occurred forty years before 
U.S. president Ronald Reagan signed into law the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 
(known more colloquially as the Japanese American Redress Act), have 
largely been disremembered within Asian American studies, a multivalent 
interdiscipline born out of mid-twentieth-century civil rights struggles, an-
tiwar protests, and third-world liberation movements. Indeed, while the Jap-
anese American incarceration/internment occupies a prominent civil rights 
position as an apex of anti-Asian nativism and as an index of anti-Asian 
racism, less recollected is the degree to which it was, in its immediate after-
math, comprehended as a human rights flashpoint. As striking is Truman’s 
own connection vis-à-vis human rights given that it was under his adminis-
tration that the United States would become the first—and, at the time of 
writing, still the only—nation to use atomic weapons in a war; it was his 
executive-level sponsorship that presaged the codification and implementa-
tion of the Marshall Plan; it was during his administration that the United 
States occupied Okinawa and mainland Japan and entered the Korean War; 
and last, but certainly not least, it was during his presidency (with consider-
able U.S. support) that the United Nations would pass—on December 10, 
1948—the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), which has be-
come the standard on which to evaluate international rights violations.2

Situated adjacent attempts to settle reparations at home, rights declara-
tions abroad, militarism in Asia and the Pacific, and a past/present Cold 
War/War on Terror imaginary, the multivalent domestic and international 
politics outlined above accentuate the ways in which Asian American stud-
ies as an interdiscipline has, in ways that have not always been adequately 
recognized, been oriented within and around human rights. Accordingly, if, 
as Lisa Lowe evocatively observes in “The International within the National,” 
a “tireless reckoning” with the past is integral to the field (30), then founda-
tional to Asian American studies’ diverse critical engagements is an inde-
fatigable attention to the ways in which the United States has historically 
been an exclusionary, antirights nation. From Chinese immigration restric-
tions to the denial of naturalized citizenship for Asian migrants, from the 
aforementioned incarceration of Japanese Americans to the present-day de-
portation of Southeast Asian Americans, and from yellow peril characteriza-
tions to more recent acts of Islamophobia, Asian Americans have 
consistently been subjected to human rights violations. Shifting from do-
mestic imaginaries to U.S. foreign policy, Asian subjects—particularly over 
the course of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first—have been in 
various ways firsthand witnesses to American war-making, settler colonial-
ism, military occupation, collateral damage, and displacement.
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The Subject(s) of Human Rights: Crises, Violations, and Asian/American 
Critique takes seriously the ways in which Asian American studies has from 
its founding “tirelessly reckon[ed]” with humanitarian crises and large-scale 
violations. Committed to extending this critical work across local/global, 
domestic/international, and immigrant/refugee frames, this collection relo-
cates the imagined geographies of Asian America from the periphery to the 
center of human rights critique. In doing so, we wish to underline both the 
aspirations of the discourses of human rights encoded in documents such as 
the UDHR and the widely acknowledged failures of such discourses to pre-
vent ongoing forms of imperialism, militarism, genocidal violence, and 
other wide-scale human rights violations. This duality is by now widely rec-
ognized in contemporary scholarship, even as the implications and possible 
outcomes of this duality remain hotly contested. Randall Williams, for ex-
ample, juxtaposes the “impressive array of human rights” set forth in the 
UDHR with the need to confront “a grim postwar reality” marked by subju-
gation, starvation, and extermination (xvi)—and, in doing so, forcefully 
calls for an anti-imperialist internationalism. Christine Hong, drawing on 
the work of Williams and others to focus on “the dominant human rights 
framing of North Korea” (511), takes aim at the discourse of human rights 
as “a ruling idea of the present that obscures the brutality of the imperial 
past and disavows the violence of the imperial present” (515). Such powerful 
anti-imperialist critiques have in contemporary scholarship been supple-
mented by the work of other scholars who have insisted in different ways on 
other forms of interventionary work. Rajini Srikanth, for example, has in-
vestigated how readers and viewers accustomed to responding to traumatic 
and sensational stories and images may learn to “acquire the skills to engage 
‘quiet’ (i.e., devoid of rhetoric and diction that is laden with images of ob-
vious cruelty and abuse) narratives of human rights abuse”—how, in short, 
we may learn “to discern the monumental apparatus of oppression that reg-
ulates all aspects of an individual’s or group’s life” (80). Engagement with 
what Srikanth calls “cognitive and interpretive responsibility” (80) has been 
extended by Crystal Parikh, who in Writing Human Rights sets out to read 
“the political theory of human rights through the ethical deliberations 
staged in narratives authored by contemporary American writers of color” 
(2). Our collection shares Parikh’s commitment to neither “uniformly and 
summarily celebrate nor dismiss human rights” (2).3 But in this collection 
we also extend our analytic scope more widely than the United States in the 
ways proposed by Parikh, even as we admire her commitment to developing 
“a human rights method” (22).

Specifically, Parikh’s study sets out to investigate “the ethico-politics that 
minor American literatures engage,” a process through which “the subject of 
human rights has largely been imagined as a latently American one—always 
already, that is, American in character and desires” (3; emphasis added). In a 
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sophisticated argumentative move, Parikh also underlines how “human 
rights are imagined to be that which others—other people in other places—
need, while Americans always already enjoy an exceptional ‘good life,’ not 
only in terms of material comforts and political freedoms, but in the sense 
of the good moral life of bios, by which Greek philosophy designated the 
‘proper’ form of living” (3). Parikh argues that “the social and historical loca-
tion of these particular minor subjects proves an indispensable fulcrum for 
reading the possibilities of human rights against the mandates of possessive 
individualism, multicultural neoliberalism, and modern state sovereignty” 
(3). But we contend that this framing of subjects of human rights as “always 
already . . . American in character” gives too much away, even as it may argu-
ably be the case in the context of the textual archive that Parikh assembles 
and discusses. By contrast, our collection works with a broader archive, a 
critical project that has been enabled by the form of a multiauthored collec-
tion with contributions and critiques coming from a wider range of loca-
tions—both in North America and in Asia—than a single-authored study 
could reasonably be expected to provide. The diversity of geographical imag-
inings at work in the essays that follow is not a simple matter of plurality; as 
discussed below, it has implications for how we configure and attempt to 
recalibrate our understanding of Asian/American critique.

In our collection, this critique focuses on what we call “subject(s) of 
human rights,” through which we attempt to bring together three interre-
lated critical projects: a sharper understanding of how Asian/Americans 
have been subjected to human rights violations, a refocused concern with 
how Asian/Americans have also acted as subjects of history and social agents 
attempting to effect forms of change (progressive or otherwise), and a collec-
tive intervention into academic subjects organizing and regulating the sorts 
of knowledge produced around such subjects. Across various sites, the con-
tributors to this collection engage with the possibilities and the limits of the 
histories and stories that have circulated and the forms of knowledge that 
have been produced around discourses of “human rights” as they have inter-
sected—at times spectacularly and at times more quietly—with uneven rela-
tions of power and movements of people in and around Asia, the Pacific, and 
North America.

In this collection, we propose that critically engaging with “subject(s) of 
human rights” in the ways noted above requires a fundamental rethinking 
of Asian America’s imagined geographies. In doing so, we take inspiration 
from critical initiatives including events organized through the SIAAS proj-
ect—a multicampus initiative discussed in more detail below—that have, as 
Chih-ming Wang puts it, “attempted to hold onto the pluralities of Asia and 
America” (“Asian American Critical Work” 66). We will return to the topic 
of what Wang calls “at-times unexpected reconfigurations of Asia” (“Asian 
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American Critical Work” 67) that characterize both the SIAAS project and 
the critical work performed by many of the essays in this collection. At this 
point, however, we wish to turn to some of the stakes involved in conceptu-
alizing “America” as plural, notably through forms of Asian/Canadian crit-
ical work that we argue, following Wang, can open new possibilities for 
“tracking other trajectories of transpacific contacts” (“Asian American Crit-
ical Work” 67). The entanglement of various “American” sites in Asian 
American studies has long been recognized, from the groundbreaking his-
torical studies on permeable U.S.-Canadian borderlands in the Pacific 
Northwest (Chang), to innovative scholarship on “hemispheric Orientalism” 
(E. Lee) and its relevance to understanding settler colonialism in the Amer-
icas (Day), to examinations of the politics of the “Asian Canadian questions” 
that have informed Asian American knowledge production (Beauregard). 
The generative nature of these conversations has taken a significant step for-
ward in recent years following attempts by scholars to think through the 
stakes involved in developing forms of “Asian Canadian critique beyond the 
nation” (C. Lee and Kim). It is amid such developments that we wish to fore-
ground Lisa Yoneyama’s brief yet resonant observations on what she calls 
“possibilities of Asian/Canadian transnationality.” Accessing Iyko Day’s 
work, Yoneyama acknowledges Canada’s distinct racial formation before 
observing how “Canada’s political reality—in which state-sanctioned multi-
cultural and humanitarian nationalism are supplemented by the ethno-
nationalisms of different diasporic and migrant populations—has made it 
especially difficult for many of [her] students to articulate a sustained cri-
tique from the position of ‘Asian Canadians’” (“Possibilities” 197). Indeed, 
the pedagogical challenges described here, marked by state-directed attempts 
to co-opt and contain dissonant histories, remain prominent in Canada—
even as newly articulated subject positions are not (as some of the contribu-
tions to this collection make clear) reducible to the terms set by such forms 
of multicultural or humanitarian governmentality. Despite—or perhaps 
precisely due to—this particular sociopolitical situation, Yoneyama propos-
es the development of critically intersecting work linking “Asian/Canadian 
critique” with “transpacific Asian/American critique,” through which we 
may “relearn how Canada as a subimperial nation has been deeply impli-
cated in the transpacific Cold War order” (“Possibilities” 197). Yoneyama’s 
call for us to address “the often disavowed, yet shared and deeply intercon-
nected genealogies of violence” that constitute the contemporary world 
(“Possibilities” 198) names precisely the critical work to which we as editors 
of this collection aspire.

Such aspirations have led us to revisit the notion of “Asian/American 
critique” as it was memorably elaborated in David Palumbo-Liu’s monumen-
tal study Asian/American: Historical Crossings of a Racial Frontier. In a well-
known formulation, Palumbo-Liu theorizes the term Asian/American as one 

Schlund-Vials_The Subject(s) of Human Rights.indd   5 16/09/19   2:44 PM

Excerpt • Temple University Press



6 | Guy Beauregard, Cathy J. Schlund-Vials, and Hsiu-chuan Lee  

marking “both the distinction installed between ‘Asian’ and ‘American’ and 
a dynamic, unsettled, and inclusive movement” (1)—with such distinctions 
and movements having profoundly uneven effects on subjects in Asia, the 
Pacific, and North America. We remain inspired by Palumbo-Liu’s observa-
tion that “the very shape and character of the United States in the twentieth 
century—specifically, in the imaginings of modern American development 
in the global system—is inseparable from historical occasions of real contact 
between and interpenetrations of Asia and America, in and across the Pa-
cific Ocean” (2). But we also insist that Asian/American critique as it is con-
ceptualized and mobilized in this collection must at the same time reckon 
with distinct and uneven forms of “contact” in specific sites in Asia and the 
Pacific. In this respect, our work also takes inspiration from more recent 
studies by scholars such as Keith Camacho, Erin Suzuki, Yên Lê Espiritu, 
and (again) Lisa Yoneyama as their works address historical and ongoing 
forms of imperial, settler-colonial, and militarized violence in Asia, the Pa-
cific, and North America.

The relevance of this recent work to envisioning a recalibrated Asian/
American critique has been powerfully expressed in Yoneyama’s work on 
what she calls “cold war ruins,” glossed as “traces of geohistorical violence” 
(Cold War Ruins 210). Yoneyama writes, “When critically illuminated, ruins 
are repositories of debris that in the present offer wisdom associated with 
failed strategies, unrealized possibilities, and paths that could have but were 
never taken. They remind us, too, of the excisions and exclusions in what 
appears complete and victorious, as in the Cold War’s triumphant, forward-
looking ideologies—of liberation, the new international order, postcolonial 
nation-building, economic take-off, and so forth” (Cold War Ruins 210). To 
Yoneyama’s list, we might also add the promises of discourses of human 
rights to somehow finally and adequately “right wrongs”—promises that ap-
pear increasingly dubious, as recently underlined by Samuel Moyn in Not 
Enough, in these neoliberal times.4 Acknowledging such challenges, Yoneya-
ma observes that “ruins are vestiges bequeathed to us that are at once liabil-
ities endured from the past and assets for the future, both repressive and 
emancipatory” (Cold War Ruins 210). In working across the varied and shift-
ing imagined geographies of Asian America to articulate new forms of 
Asian/American critique, the contributors to this collection address what we 
might call “the ruins of human rights” as they have promised and foreclosed 
new subject positions, critical stances, and possibilities for envisioning a 
more just world.

As noted above, an important catalyst for this collection has been the SIAAS 
project, notably the 2015 Summer Institute in Asian American Studies held 
in Taipei, Taiwan.5 This summer institute, along with other SIAAS events, 
was organized with a view to furthering Asian American studies from trans-
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pacific—and, in particular, Asian—perspectives. Gathering scholars and 
students from Asia, the Pacific, North America, and beyond, the SIAAS pro-
ject not only extended Asia’s engagement with Asian American studies but 
also attempted to “reactivate” Asian American critical discourse in the geo-
historical contexts of Asian/American intersections.6 Indeed, if recent de-
velopments in and recalibrations of Asian Canadian studies have effectively 
complicated some of the geographical imaginaries and established para-
digms of Asian American studies, Asian American studies in Asia has in our 
view further unsettled—productively—the boundaries and epistemologies 
of North America–centered Asian American studies. Be it a release of “Asian 
America” from ethno-minoritized identity categories; a mobilization of in-
ter-Asian geohistorical genealogies; a challenge to disciplinary distinctions 
between Asian, American, and Asian American studies; or an evocation of 
the intersecting trajectories of immigration, migration, wars, colonialism, 
imperialism, and capitalism across the Pacific—in each of these ways, Asian 
American studies in Asia has extended Asian/American time-space and 
helped bring additional sociohistorical materiality into Asian American 
studies.7

Among the many topics about which Asian American studies in Asia has 
been concerned, human rights stands out as one of the most crucial. This 
may be because the issue of “rights” is inevitably contested for those moving 
between, living beyond, and in many cases struggling with dual or multiple 
affiliations with nation-states. While the emergence and solidification of 
nation-states along the development of Western modernity has consolidated 
the idea of civil rights, the “rights” for immigrants, migrants, refugees, dia-
sporic subjects, alien residents, war prisoners, indigenous peoples, migrant 
workers, the racialized, and the colonized remain unsettled and contested. 
One case in point, as foregrounded earlier in this introduction, is that the 
discourse of civil rights as promulgated by Truman in 1948 has proved to be 
inadequate to address the rights violations imposed on Asian subjects. The 
mass incarceration of Japanese Americans, for example, is irreducible to a 
civil rights discourse that attempts to focus on supposedly “domestic” issues 
alone. As Kandice Chuh acutely points out, the internment/incarceration of 
Japanese Americans underscores the entanglement of U.S. nationalism with 
the “‘transnationalization’ of Japaneseness”—“the conversion of the threat of 
Japanese empire into Japanese (American) racial difference by government-
al and legal apparatuses of U.S. nationalism” (59). The “transnational,” ac-
cording to Chuh, must be taken as an essential “cognitive analytic” in order 
to trace “the incapacity of the nation-state to contain and represent fully the 
subjectivities and ways of life that circulate within the nation-space” (62).

If Chuh reminds us of the importance of “the transnational within the 
national” (69), Brian Masaru Hayashi in Democratizing the Enemy attends 
to the different factions of Japanese Americans, who are divided along the 
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lines of generations, immigration status, class, and prefectural origins in 
Japan, to demonstrate the inadequacy of the discourse of civil rights to ac-
count for contentious national and ethno-familial identifications. Uncon-
strained by the dominant interpretation of Japanese Americans as a 
racialized minority in U.S. domestic politics, Hayashi suggests to look “be-
yond the national borders” (8) to recognize the residents of Japanese origin 
as first and foremost humans in motion, seeking individual and familial well-
being between nations before being subjected to U.S. nationalist and assim-
ilationist policies. Appositely titling the prologue to his book as “Beyond 
Civil Rights” and the epilogue as “Toward Human Rights,” Hayashi pushes 
us to consider human rights as a core subject in discussing Asian/American 
immigration, migration, diasporas, and wars.

Building on this existing scholarship, this collection brings to the fore 
Asian/American national and transnational “lifeworlds” (a term used in 
Christopher Lee’s essay in this collection) as contested sites of human rights 
practices and violations, (de)formations and transformations. One objective 
of this volume is to attempt to restore to presence “the subjects of human 
rights,” including subjects impacted by militarism, refugees, repatriated per-
sons, trafficked migrant workers, and so on—subjects who have been ren-
dered invisible or relegated to the position of the inhuman. In “The Intimacies 
of Four Continents,” Lisa Lowe concludes her study of Chinese indentured 
laborers in the Caribbean in the nineteenth century by advocating a project 
of “visualizing, mourning, and thinking ‘other humanities’ within the re-
ceived genealogy of ‘the human’” (208).8 Likewise, by intervening into the 
intersections of state ideologies, imperialism, cold war militarism, and neo-
liberal capitalism across Asia/America, this collection provides renewed 
meditations on contested meanings of “the human” and “human rights.” It 
seeks to ask: Who are entitled to be viewed as human subjects? Who are 
positioned as inhuman? Which subjects serve as the practitioners of human 
rights?

By drawing critical force from Asian American studies in and about 
Asia, this collection seeks to “reengage” Asia as it has been entwined with 
Asian/American and transpacific trajectories and discourses.9 In addition to 
conceiving of Asia as offering a contextual enlargement of Asian American 
studies, this collection attempts to probe into cases of human rights viola-
tions and critiques by connecting Asian politics to forces taking place in and 
beyond the imagined geographies of “Asia.” Rika Nakamura has contended 
that one benefit of “the intellectual encounter between Asia and Asian 
America” is that “Asian American studies as [a] racial minority discourse 
forces ethno-racial majority Asians . . . to reflect upon the racial, ethnic, and 
(neo)colonial relations in our own lands while critiquing the inequalities 
that are taking place in and across Asia” (251). Extending Nakamura’s eth-
ically grounded injunction, this collection investigates how Asian/American 
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histories and stories can invigorate our understanding of Asian cultural pol-
itics in the ongoing struggles over power and representation in Asia and 
across the Pacific.

The first section of this collection investigates the stakes involved in “recol-
lecting human rights” across Asian/American sites. It opens with Min-Jung 
Kim’s powerful essay on the nexus of “militarism, neocolonialism, state 
building, and securitization” in South Korea. In this essay, Kim examines 
how U.S. military presence on the Korean peninsula has been justified 
through discourses of humanitarianism and reproduced through modes of 
South Korean governmentality that foreground what Kim calls “the logics of 
militarization and securitization.” Through an investigation of the impacts 
of the U.S.–South Korea SOFA (Status of Forces Agreement) first signed in 
1966, Kim draws attention to the environmental damage caused by the U.S. 
military; the deaths of two young South Korean girls crushed by U.S. military 
vehicles in 2002; and the lives of kijichon, or “camptown,” prostitutes working 
near U.S. military bases, with a focus on the brutal murder of Yun Geum Yi 
in 1992. Through a careful consideration of these cases, Kim underlines the 
daunting challenges involved in rethinking human rights not as a universal 
discourse but as one that cannot, in the case of South Korea, be disentangled 
from the intersections of imperialism, state ideologies, and gender.

Christopher Lee’s essay follows Kim’s call for a “context-specific analy-
sis” by focusing on the particularities of “how Chinese migrants became 
intertwined in the emerging international refugee regime” in the early Cold 
War period. Drawing attention to a profound reorganization of transpacific 
migrant lifeworlds linking Guangdong, Hong Kong, and Canada after 1947, 
Lee focuses on subjects of human rights who are in motion but also regu-
lated through the categories of “the (immediate) relative” and “the refugee.” 
While such categories were used by states and colonial authorities to attempt 
to manage the movements of Chinese migrants, they also, as Lee points out, 
offered opportunities for activists to challenge the Canadian federal govern-
ment’s exclusionary immigration policies. Lee’s essay turns from this shift-
ing and contested legal terrain to the immigrant family narrative, focusing 
on the work of Chinese Canadian author Judy Fong Bates to argue that her 
work conveys not simply what happened through a history of transpacific 
migration “but also what could have happened.” Through a bold turn to 
Hannah Arendt’s 1943 essay “We Refugees,” Lee shows that Fong Bates’s 
writing reveals “how the transnational lifeworld of Chinese migration came 
under tremendous strain” in the 1950s, revealing as well what Lee identifies 
as “the inability of post-1947 political frameworks to attend to the complex-
ities of displacement.”

Lee’s focus on displaced subjects gains further historical depth in 
Masumi Izumi’s essay on what she calls “a formerly unknown group of 
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subjects”: Japanese/Canadians who played on the legendary Vancouver 
Asahi baseball team before returning to Japan or being forcibly “repatriated” 
to Japan by the Canadian federal government after World War II. Subjected 
to incarceration, dispossession, and either forced relocation east of the Rocky 
Mountains or “repatriation” to Japan (a country many nisei in Canada had 
never visited), Japanese Canadians have long been recognized as subjects of 
human rights violations. Izumi’s essay adds to our understanding of the 
history of Japanese Canadians by observing how the 2014 release of a film 
named The Vancouver Asahi set in motion possibilities to reconnect, through 
social media and other means, with the families and the descendants of 
members of this baseball team living in Japan after the forced dismantling 
of the Asahi in 1942. In Izumi’s analysis, the contemporary popularization 
of the Asahi baseball team has enabled new historical subjects to emerge 
through access to previously inaccessible archives in Japan and through the 
telling of previously unknown stories across national boundaries.

Vinh Nguyen’s essay concludes the opening section by discussing how 
Vietnamese diasporic subjects have through the discourse of human rights 
remembered histories of forced migration. Nguyen takes as his starting 
point the 2015 commemoration of the fortieth anniversary of the end of the 
Vietnam War, with a particular focus on the proposed state-sponsored con-
struction in Ottawa of the Memorial to the Victims of Communism. Nguy-
en’s nuanced analysis emphasizes how former Vietnamese refugees cannot 
be adequately understood as “passive, helpless, or empty of history and pol-
itics, even when they are victims”; instead, as Nguyen underlines, former 
refugees have actively adopted and mobilized human rights discourse to 
reshape what he calls “the conditions of refuge(es), past and present.” In put-
ting forth this position, Nguyen’s essay shows how the struggles over the 
contentious memorial and the 2015 passing of Bill S-219 (known as the Jour-
ney to Freedom Day Act) not only reveal attempts to further consolidate 
notions of Canada as a presumed “land of refuge” and attempts to obscure 
Canadian complicity in supporting military violence in Asia; such struggles 
also open space, in Nguyen’s account, to recognize new speaking positions 
at a moment in which the notion of “rights” remains unresolved.

The second part of this collection takes its cue from Nguyen’s interven-
tionary work to attempt to track “impossible subjects” that emerge at the 
intersections of race, gender, sexuality, and labor. This section opens with 
Yin Wang’s examination of African American writer James Baldwin’s re-
markable engagement with the Vietnam War. Building on a renewed con-
temporary interest in Baldwin’s critiques of antiblack racism in the United 
States and his varied contributions to black liberation struggles, Wang’s 
essay shifts our focus to his unflinching denunciations of American military 
activity in Asia, foregrounding his analyses of colonialism inside and outside 
the United States. In doing so, Wang examines a number of key moments 
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and sites: Baldwin’s participation in—and his theorization of—the Inter-
national War Crimes Tribunal, a 1966 nonstate initiative calling for U.S. war 
criminals to be brought to justice; his 1970 Turkish interviews, in which he 
critiqued white-centered middlebrow media depictions of U.S. militarism in 
Asia as an attempt to assist “the lesser races of the world”; and his post-1965 
novels as robust depictions of how African American characters were deep-
ly entangled in American wars in and against Japan, Korea, and Vietnam.

The complex forms of cross-identification identified by Wang in Bald-
win’s varied oeuvre find a different form of expression in Christopher B. 
Patterson’s investigation of what he calls “migrant domestic workers in the 
plural.” Moving across scattered sites in Asia and the Pacific—including the 
Philippines, Bahrain, Micronesia, and Hawaii—Patterson develops a multi-
faceted critique of discourses that position Filipinas working abroad as “na-
tional heroes” and discourses of neoliberalism used to depict familiar 
“‘self-making’ trajectories [of migrant workers] that have characterized the 
Asian American model minority.” To extend this analysis, Patterson dis-
cusses literary texts by Kristiana Kahakauwila and Mia Alvar and the ways 
these texts depict migrant workers, foregrounding (in Patterson’s account) 
discourses of “matronlyness,” the policing of sexualities, and “willfullness” 
in Asian and Pacific spaces. Through his analysis, Patterson not only fore-
grounds the diversity of experiences in the Filipino/a migrant labor dias-
pora; he also focuses on Hawaii and Micronesian Islands as spaces indelibly 
marked by colonialism and U.S. militarism, not excluding the lasting dam-
age caused by U.S. atomic testing in the Marshall Islands from 1946 to 1958.

Grace Hui-chuan Wu extends Patterson’s focus on migrant labor dias-
poras by examining narrative representations of Southeast Asian migrant 
workers in Taiwan. In doing so, Wu’s essay helps complicate received notions 
of migration that assume a unidirectional movement of subjects from Asia 
to America. What happens to accounts of the subjects of human rights when 
we take seriously the trajectories of inter-Asian migration, in this case link-
ing the Philippines, Vietnam, and Taiwan? Building on the groundbreaking 
work of scholars such as Amie Parry, who proposed in 2012 to read Ku Yu-
ling’s creative nonfiction text Our Stories in relation to Asian American cri-
tique, Wu presents a comparative reading of texts by Southeast Asian 
migrant workers in Taiwan and by Taiwanese activist Ku Yu-ling. In doing 
so, Wu’s essay uncovers some fascinating points of connection, including the 
pivotal role of Lucie Cheng, a former director of the UCLA Asian American 
Studies Center who helped found 4-Way Voice, a newspaper for Southeast 
Asian migrant workers and immigrants in Taiwan. Wu is not, however, con-
tent to simply identify points of contact with what is already widely consid-
ered to be “Asian American” critical work. She instead asks: How might texts 
by and about Southeast Asian migrant workers in Taiwan help make “the 
inhumanity of global capitalism visible”? And how might such texts enable 
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new social relations to push beyond “the racial hierarchies of the world eco-
nomic order”? Analyzing the limits and possibilities of tropes of slavery, 
community building, and identity politics, Wu argues that we cannot be 
content with “humanitarian” reading practices that reaffirm the agency of 
reading subjects, instead calling for us to envision “new social relations and 
collectively historicize incongruities between labor migration, globalization, 
and human rights.”

Annie Isabel Fukushima concludes this section with an ambitious crit-
ical account of “tethered subjectivities” spanning Asia, the Pacific Islands, 
and the continental United States. Her essay begins with the Korean-
operated Daewoosa factory in American Samoa, a site where trafficked 
migrant workers from Vietnam and China worked alongside Samoan work-
ers. While the owner of this factory was eventually convicted and sentenced 
to forty years in prison, Fukushima nevertheless reads this case as a failure 
to facilitate human rights in the Asia-Pacific region insofar as it affirmed, 
rather than contested, U.S. colonial presence in the region. Extending her 
discussion to address what she calls “factories, farms, and fisheries”—
encompassing, among other subjects, Thai farm workers in Hawaii and the 
story of Sonny, a fisher from Indonesia whose journey took him to Australia, 
Fiji, American Samoa, and eventually California—Fukushima foregrounds 
key moments in the history of U.S. imperialism and colonial rule, including 
California’s 1850 “Act for the Government and Protection of Indians,” the 
annexation of Hawaii in 1898, and the partitioning of the Samoan archi-
pelago in 1899. In doing so, her essay tracks how rights-based forms of sub-
jectivity are inextricably tied to settler-colonial logics. Drawing on the work 
of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Fukushima proposes the notion of “hack-
ing” as a way of undoing discourses of human trafficking and human rights, 
urging us to envision new ways to challenge rights violations that do not, at 
the same time, affirm U.S. settler-colonial presence.

The third and final section of this collection asks what it would mean to 
envision the limits of human rights as they become visible through varied 
aftermaths, afterlives, and aesthetics. In her essay, Cathy J. Schlund-Vials 
revisits the topic of atrocity tourism in Cambodia. Drawing on recent con-
troversies involving the widely popular downloadable game Pokémon Go, 
wherein museums dedicated to recollecting large-scale human loss and mass 
violence were listed as viable play sites, Schlund-Vials considers the exploit-
ative registers and problematic dynamics of “atrocity tourism,” a voyeuristic 
practice that privileges consumption over commemoration. Focusing her 
attention on Cambodia’s Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum, Schlund-Vials ex-
plores the possibilities and, more significant, the limitations of such spaces, 
which troublingly eschew victimhood in favor of spectacularized perpetra-
torhood. Through tactical juxtaposition and comparative reframing, 
Schlund-Vials argues that the critique of consumptive practices vis-à-vis 
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Pokémon Go strategically disremembers the commercial dimensions of con-
temporary atrocity tourism. Such critiques lay bare the extent to which Tuol 
Sleng Genocide Museum—along with its companion site, Choeung Ek Kill-
ing Field and Genocide Center—as vexed memorials to a genocide that, due 
to a paucity of Khmer Rouge defendants and in the absence of victim repara-
tion, has yet to be juridically reconciled.

Dinidu Karunanayake extends this turn to the aftermaths of human rights 
violations by focusing on internally displaced persons (IDPs) after the official 
conclusion of the Sri Lankan civil war in 2009. Discussing the last phase of the 
war, named “Humanitarian Operation” by the Sri Lankan government, Ka-
runanayake draws attention to the disjunction between its destructive out-
comes (including an estimated 21,200–28,200 deaths and over 275,000 IDPs) 
and the state’s discursive framing of these events as a just war fought in the 
interests of civilians’ rights and freedom. In doing so, this essay underlines 
ongoing crises of citizenship and human rights in Sri Lanka after the presumed 
end of the civil war. Karunanayake supplements this critique of state actions 
and state discourses by turning to two texts: Handmade: Stories of Strength 
Shared through Recipes from the Women of Sri Lanka, a text that “probes post-
war legacies and human rights through the concept of food”; and an art project 
named The Incomplete Thombu, which presents oral testimonies and hand-
sketched plans through which internally displaced subjects could present re-
membered notions of “home.” The notion of “incompletion” foregrounded in 
Karunanayake’s essay speaks powerfully to violent pasts that are in Sri Lanka 
not yet past. Emphasizing the “participant-centric methodology” at work in the 
texts he discusses, Karunanayake calls for the forging of a “mnemonic citizen-
ship” not bound to categories and discourses produced by the state.

An analogous if not identical critique of relations between the nation-
state and its citizens informs Mayumo Inoue’s investigation of how the Oki-
nawan archipelago has been, in his account, “constituted as a racialized 
space of disciplinary and regulatory extraction within the imperial world 
through a series of interstate diplomatic treaties, wars, and events” involving 
(among other actors) the United States, the Ryukyu Kingdom, and Japan. 
Inoue’s essay takes on this topic via Michel Foucault’s 1976 lecture address-
ing what he calls “a new right” distinct from “the old right of sovereignty.” 
Inoue argues that working toward such “a new right” in the context of Oki-
nawa requires a two-sided critique of, one the one hand, U.S. imperialism 
and the production of nation-state forms in East Asia and, on the other, 
nationalist desires to claim specific “populations” as putative targets of dis-
cipline. Inoue extends this critique through an analysis of two texts: Sai Yoi-
chi’s 1985 feature-length film Let Him Rest in Peace and Shinjo Takekazu’s 
2010 poem “Rupture—Henoko.” Through his readings of these texts, Inoue 
directs our attention to ways in which “antiwar and anticolonial imaginations 
can critically exit what Foucault calls ‘the subject-to-subject cycle’” depend-
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ent on the sovereign power of the state, thereby calling for “an aesthetic and 
erotic disarticulation of the biopolitical terms of life and death enforced by 
the state.”

Christine Kim extends this section’s focus on the aesthetic through an 
examination of texts produced by North Korean defectors including Shin 
Dong-hyuk, Jang Jin-sung, and others. Kim locates her reading of these texts 
by carefully investigating how a “political archive of post-WWII thought” 
produces “human rights as a racialized project.” Her essay then situates the 
genre of life writing by North Korean defectors within this discourse to con-
sider how such writing illustrates “the conceptual limitations of the human.” 
By focusing on the limits of what it means to be “human,” Kim calls for a 
rethinking of “the guiding logics of human rights”—and the bases of dom-
inant reading practices. As Kim concludes, “In unpacking the human/inhu-
man binary logic that shapes human rights discourse and operates along 
national and racialized lines, we can begin to interrogate not just the cul-
tural fantasies of North Korean inhumanity but also those that imagine the 
Western subject as universal and the fears and anxieties that underpin both.”

This collection ends with an afterword by writer Madeleine Thien on 
“the act of listening.” Thien’s narrative account takes as a starting point a set 
of sixty-five bronze bells buried in the tomb of the Marquis Yi of Zeng after 
his death in 433 b.c., bells that lay silent underground until their rediscovery 
some twenty-five hundred years later. How might we understand the nature 
of this silence? For Thien, “unofficial history, encoded in multiple and inter-
locking silences, is etched on the air; we could even say it is the air itself.” 
Tracking complex interwoven routes through Russia, China, Vienna, Shang-
hai, Cambodia, and the uncovering of the sixty-five bronze bells in Hubei 
Province in China in 1977, Thien affirms the writer’s task as a lifelong at-
tempt “to practice the art of listening.” For Thien, “to deny the personhood 
of others is to believe that the boundaries of their bodies do not exist and 
require neither reciprocity nor dignity. We, the fortunate, occupy the land 
they once inhabited, use the resources they once controlled, and take owner-
ship of the labor we now demand from them. Thus diminished, it is only a 
matter of time before political and geopolitical forces seek to erase their 
bodies from the landscape and their voices from the field of sound.” Thien’s 
insistence that acts of listening are necessary for any sound to exist stands as 
succinct summation of the limits and possibilities of this collection and its 
varied attempts to address “the subject(s) of human rights”—subjects for 
whom, as Thien shows us, silence continues to repeat, with structures that 
might nevertheless still be heard.

NOTES
1. Before 1965, U.S. immigration policy contained nation-based quotas that priv-

ileged non-Asian, non-African, and non–Latin American countries. The 1965 Hart-
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Celler Act removed these quotas in favor of a hemispheric delineation. To wit, 120,000 
immigrants were granted legal entry from the Western hemisphere; 170,000 were 
afforded entry from the Eastern hemisphere. The act also contained seven preferences; 
these preferences largely focused on family reunification and employment (specifically 
for those in the hard sciences). This piece of legislation is responsible for the first en 
masse immigration of individuals from Asian nation-states since the passage of the 
1882 Chinese Exclusion Act. While the act was very much consistent with the liberal 
logics of the U.S. Civil Rights movement (via the elimination of racially inflected quo-
tas), it was also linked to the foreign policy fact of militarized engagements abroad, 
notably in Southeast Asia.

2. Here is it important to acknowledge that human rights should not simply be 
understood as a post-1945 discourse (as discussed above) concurrent with military 
occupation, attempted forms of state-directed reparations, and the 1948 adoption of 
the UDHR. Instead, as Samuel Moyn’s revisionary history The Last Utopia persuasively 
argues, we also need to understand human rights as a discourse that leapt into vastly 
wider use in the English language—including, for example, in the Anglo-American 
press (231)—in the 1970s, a period that directly overlapped and intersected with the rise 
of Asian American studies as an interdiscipline.

3. Parikh observes, “As any even cursory review of the twentieth century makes 
evident, human rights principles and instruments have been severely limited in terms 
of legal implementation and enforceability. And yet . . . human rights remain deeply 
meaningful methods of political and moral imagining, especially for subjects whose 
recognition by the state is tenuous, if not altogether foreclosed” (86).

4. In addressing the limits of his foundational work The Last Utopia, Moyn flatly 
acknowledges that “human rights became our highest ideals only as material hierarchy 
remained endemic or worsened” (Not Enough 220). Crucial to Moyn’s assessment is a 
“missed connection”: “Precisely because the human rights revolution has focused so 
intently on state abuses and has, at its most ambitious, dedicated itself to establishing a 
guarantee of sufficient provision, it has failed to respond to—or even recognize—neo-
liberalism’s obliteration of any constraints on inequality” (Not Enough 216–217). 

5. This summer institute, organized around the theme of “The Subject(s) of 
Human Rights,” was held in Taipei from July 16 to 19, 2015.

6. A detailed introduction to and reflections on the SIAAS project can be found 
in “The SIAAS Project: Reactivating Asian American Critical Work,” a special forum 
published in Amerasia Journal 42.3 (2016): 43–68.

7. The history and development of Asian American studies in Asia has been dealt 
with in numerous publications in Asia and the United States. Some key English-
language sources include Wong; Wang, Asian American Studies; Aimin; Feng.

8. This idea has been further elaborated by Lowe in the revised (and substantially 
expanded) version of this essay in the introductory chapter (also titled “The Intimacies 
of Four Continents”) of The Intimacies of Four Continents (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2015).

9. For a discussion of the potential of Asian American studies to “re-engage” Asia, 
see H. Lee.
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