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I am honored to write this column for the NEOS issue centered on “Girlhood and Sexuality at
Intersections of Performance, Relations, and Representations.” The topic fits my own research
that spans fieldwork conducted from 1996-1998 on teenage girls in Thailand to my current
focus on Western girls” imaginaries as shaped by fictions and fantasies of their future. What
these research foci have in common is the emphasis on girls’ own words, capturing girls’
agency in their interpretations and performance of identity in situations of everyday violence
and powerful institutional forces.

Beginning with my dissertation fieldwork in rural Northern Thailand, my work is informed by
“generational modernity,” based on Lisa Rofel’s idea of multiple modernities (1999) and
Castro’s concept of “genderation” emphasizing that “generational power differentials between
girls and boys must be specifically investigated within hegemonic, patriarchal societies to truly
understand the intersection of gender with generation in the girlhoods and boyhoods of
childhood” (2019, 265-266). It refers to girls not just as a sex/gender and age category, but also
a category that is tagged to a specific historical/political moment in time. Thus, the generational
modernity of the current generation of girls — the generation of my daughter — is different
from the generation of my mother. This concept emphasizes that history is important, and
technology is important, as are the cultural assumptions about gender of the day.

In my research, traditional studies on gender in Thailand had tended to categorize women as
“good” (mothers, factory workers, wives) or “bad” (cosmopolitan, sexually active, with
boyfriends). But this image reflected adult ideas very different from those held by girls who —
unlike previous generations — were being exposed daily to images of the wider world through
stories and goods sent to the village from relatives working abroad. Girls perceived new
standards and possibilities and now desired lives more previously associated with “bad”
women than with “good.” Girls now wanted to be able (socially and economically) to wear the
clothes, make-up, hairstyles, and jewelry they see in international media images and to have
foreign lovers and husbands and beautiful luuk-khrung (half-white) children (Fadzillah 2003,
217). Placing the narratives of girls’ desirable sexuality within the politics both of the day and
society help us better understand how issues like violence, care, consent, and success are
embedded within a specific cultural moment.

Importantly, sexuality influences both the interpretations about girlhood as well as the actual
experience of girls. Female sexuality has been vigilantly monitored in many societies, and the
“pure” female has long been held by many as the sign of morality not just for the individual
but also symbolically for the culture as a whole. Some examples include the surveillance of
young women’s behavior in wartime in Hegarty’s (2008) Victory Girls, Khaki-Wackies, and
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Patriotutes: The Regulation of Female Sexuality duringWorld War 1I; Tolman’s (2011)
exploration of how not long after the concept of adolescence came into being, adolescent girls’
sexuality came under heavy surveillance; and Sur’s (2021) example of surveillance of girls’
sexuality in Indian schools. In my Thailand research girls were routinely criticized by the
community for exhibiting inappropriate behavior, especially girls seen in “inappropriate”
situations with boys. For example, in an announcement at the secondary school morning
assembly the principal blared over the loudspeaker, “Yesterday, one of our female students was
observed sitting on the back of a motorbike with a boy not from the school. She had her skirt
hitched up, and she was holding on to the boy. This is not proper conduct for a girl. All of you
here should not engage in this behavior, it is immoral. Do not ride on motorbikes with boys
who are not your relatives.” Thus, girlhood sexuality need not be actually “sexual” to be judged
and condemned.

Girls who are expressing interest in sex, romance, and relationships, and who are exploring
gender identities different from the cultural norm, are seen as treading dangerously towards
disgrace and disaster and need to be controlled. Given these societal fears of girlhood sexuality,
as well the acts of sexualized violence performed against girls, it is imperative to recognize
girls as individuals who are thoughtful and articulate about their own lives, who have their own
stories, who are able to tell their own stories, who express their own empowerment, and who
participate in their own emancipatory projects. And, it is more important than ever to collect
and understand girls’ own words about their own opinions and experiences of sexuality,
violence, consent, and identity. How are today’s girls navigating this new world? Through the
examples of the articles in this issue, we are provided with a good place to start answering this
complex question.
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