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Abstract- The Asian American identity is the extent to which individuals identify with other Asian Americans and see 

themselves as part of a larger pan-ethnic group. The Asian ethnic identity is often based on one’s home context and one’s 

adherence to specific cultural traditions (Tsai & Chentsova-Dutton , 2002; Ying, Coombs, & Lee, 1999). In our lives, we 

constantly seek to find out or to understand who we are and where we come from and also to understand how we are 

connected to our families and communities.  

 

From the literary works, children of Asian descent can find themselves reflected in the common themes of school 

pressure, societal pressure, racial tensions, etc. They could see their own reflections in the stories so that they can have a 

deeper understanding of their own worlds. By the reading the fictional works or books, the children can also develop 

respect for their own personal, social and ethnic identities. At the same time, it is important to study how Asian American 

characters’ identity issues are depicted and how they fight back to get their self-worth and own identity which are the 

common problems faced by people of any ethnicity. This study is the description and analysis of identity issues in recent 

Asian American children’s and adolescent literature. 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The term Asian American refers to the people whose heritage comes from Cambodia, China, India, Indonesia, 

Japan, Korea, Laos, Pakistan, Philippines, Taiwan, Thailand, or Vietnam. It is important to point out that each of these 

countries has its distinctive language, culture, religions, traditions, and ethnic identity (Gates & Mark, 2006). Grace Lin, the 

author of The Year of the Dog (2006), rightly expresses how Asian Americans who caught in between two worlds, 

constantly feel like outsiders. They feel physically and culturally different from the dominant group and they struggle to 

find out their identity. Who are they? Where do they belong? They search for people with whom they can connect. Asian-

American literature can be used as an important medium to acknowledge their existences, way of life and to address their 

struggles, pain, difficulties, and success. As C. S. Lewis conveys it as, “we read to know we are not alone” (cited in Lin, 

n.d.). Literature should pass on ethnic and societal values while simultaneously reaffirming one’s own self-worth (Bishop, 

1992). Readers must not simply read Asian-American novels. It has to be interpreted critically so that their lives will be 

transformed as a result of understanding the issues of identity. When Asian-American children are weaved together with 

different threads of identities, they are in need of Asian-American books or novels to guide and lead them on how to how 

to unspool the complicated threads and weave them into a vibrant tapestry. 

 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 

Erikson (1968) describes identity as one of the crucial tasks of development, and this is particularly true for people 

of color (Phinney, 1989). The foreign students who pursue their degree in the United States knows how crucial to have a 

sense of belongingness. The struggles and conflicts which they encounter are depicted in the fictional works of Asian 

American Literature.  
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 Since the United States has become known as the “melting pot” of the world with so many people of diverse 

backgrounds and cultures, being a minority individual in this diverse society needs a very solid identity which consists of a 

social connection guided by a sense of filial connections, generational continuity, and an inner solidarity with a group’s 

ideals (Berry, Poortinga, Segail, & Dasen, 1992). As Bishop (1990) states, Literature transforms human experience and 

reflects it back to us, and in that reflection we can see our own lives and experiences as part of the larger human 

experience. Reading, then, becomes a means of self-affirmation, and readers often seek their mirrors in books. As 

published studies indicate, self, social, and ethnic identities are significantly intertwined (Huang, 1994; Tajfel & Turner, 

1986). 

 This paper investigates how Asian American characters were portrayed in the novels and how they struggled to 

find their own identities and self-esteem. From the literary works, children of Asian descent can find themselves reflected 

in the common themes of school pressure, societal pressure, racial tensions, etc. According to Alderman, such positive and 

caring recognition will provide minority students with a sense of social bonds. A sense of social connectedness is a crucial 

foundation for educational engagement because students who experience a sense of belongingness are more likely to adopt 

goals valued by the school. Three major identities are analyzed here: 1.Personal Identity   2.Socoal Identity and   3. Ethical 

Identity.  

To date, however, much of the research on Asian-American children’s and adolescent literature has focused on 

accuracy and authenticity in portrayal of Asian Americans (Harada, 1992; Kim, 1999; F. F. Liu, 1998; L. Liu, 1998; Su, 

1991). Similarly, published studies suggest that personal internal identity, social external identity, and ethnic identity are 

significantly intertwined (Huang, 1994; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Su (2001) also argues that there needs to be a holistic 

understanding of personal identity which consists of the recognition of individual uniqueness, local shared communal 

values, and universal characteristics of being human. In the United States, the Asian American literature is flourishing 

rapidly. According to Bishop (1990), readers need good literature to function as their mirror to reflect human life so that 

they can understand their own lives more deeply clearly. No matter where he or she comes from, everyone faces similar 

problems of social pressures, racial tensions etc. Personal Traits is the characteristics of an individual or traits that people 

use to t describe themselves. Ethical identity is measuring or defining themselves with the specific target groups. Social 

Identity is the similarities of an individual with the society.  

 

HISTORY 
 

Asian Americans have very diverse and rich historical experiences. In 1800, Chinese came to the United States to 

help in building the transcontinental railroad and then resided in the western areas of the country. Another important 

event is related to Japanese people who were imprisoned in the internment camps after the bombing of Pearl Harbor 

during World War II.  The Asian-American movement emphasis on multiculturalism motivated Americans of Asian 

descent to look into their composite heritage. As a result, Asian-American literature has been enriched by the voice of 

writers of diverse ethnic origins, particularly the emergence of South Asian and Southeast AsianAmerican authors 

(Madsen, 2005). 

 

IDENTITY FORMATION 
 

Identity formation and development has been recognized as an important part of human development and well-

being. Identity development, including ethnic identity development, is a product of multiple factors such as class, 

nationality, and culture (Phinney & Alipuria, 1990; Sue, 2001). Sue (2001) further argues for a holistic understanding of 

personal identity which consists of the recognition of individual uniqueness, locally shared communal values, and universal 

characteristics of being human. 
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PERSONAL, ETHICAL AND SOCIAL IDENTITY 
 

 Personal identity is the special qualities or characteristics to describe themselves whereas social. Identify 

formation consists of the two opposing processes of individuation and identification (Tajfel, 1981). According to Phinney 

(1996), identity may be conceptualized as a continuum, with personal identity on one end and social identity on the other. 

Personal identity results from the effects of individuation, and social identity results from the effects of identification. 

Personal and social identities develop irregularly in different social situations, including collectivist and individualist 

cultures, and within countries. Ethnic identity, one potentially important aspect of one’s identity, is associated with the 

concept of self (Huang, 1994). McGoldrick (1982) defines ethnicity as a phenomenon that explains a common reality 

passed on from generation to generation by the family. Phinney (1996) also suggests the more minority group members 

solidify their group ethnic identity, the more they become assured, optimistic, and realistic in their view of their own 

group. Furthermore, minority group members who have a stronger group ethnic identity have a more positive view of the 

majority and are more receptive to other groups. The idea of becoming more familiar with one’s own group and solidifying 

that consciousness through the creation of a sense of group ethnic identity is perceived as a process within a continuum 

(Phinney, 1996). According to Uba (1994), ethnic identity is a schema that (a) facilitates a general knowledge, beliefs, and 

expectations of an individual concerning his or her ethnic group; (b) operates as a cognitive reality, creating and 

interpretive mechanism; and (c) provides a foundation for one's behavior. Phinney (1996) also suggests the more minority 

group members solidify their group ethnic identity, the more they become assured, optimistic, and realistic in their view of 

their own group. Furthermore, minority group members who have a stronger group ethnic identity have a more positive 

view of the majority and are more receptive to other groups. The idea of becoming more familiar with one’s own group 

and solidifying that consciousness through the creation of a sense of group ethnic identity is perceived as a process within 

a continuum (Phinney, 1996). 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

In Project Mulberry (2005), Julia Song, though not hating being a Korean, does not want to pick silkworms as a 

Wiggle project since they are too Korean. She is reluctant to participate in a too Asian project because she is afraid that 

other people might perceive it as something strange. She does not want kids to yell “Chinka-chinka-chinaman” at her (p. 

30). Instead, she prefers a “nice, normal, All-American, red-white-and-blue kind of project” (p. 30).  

 

In Weedflower (2006) and Flower from Mariko (2001), World War II challenges their identities, resulting in internal 

conflicts and changes in their behaviors and values. Mariko’s powerful exclamation in Flower from Mariko (2001) reveals 

how the war inflicts a great deal of conflicts on her. “‘Just because I look like the enemy doesn’t mean I am,’ she had told 

her mother angrily. ‘I am American. I was born right here in Los Angeles’” (unpaged). Likewise, having been treated 

unfairly, Sumiko in Weedflower (2006) experiences a series of inner battles: 

 

White people stood outside the stores, just staring the Japanese. The staring made Sumiko feel haji, as if she’d done 

something wrong, but also a little anger, because she knew she hadn’t done anything wrong. She knew-because Jiichan had 

once told her so-that the haji she felt was from her Japanese side and the anger she felt was from her American side. (p. 

100) 

As Bishop (1990) suggests, literature is a mirror that reflects human life. Based on the theoretical background of 

this study, the Asian-American children’s literature can also function as a three-faceted window through which the children 

of other backgrounds can have a glimpse of Asian-American characters’ personal struggles, ethnic values, and social 

conflicts 
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