American Born Chinese

Generalities:

· Author > Gene Luen Yang

· Genre > (defies classification, YA lit maybe, fable maybe)

· Directionality > left to right

· Publisher > First Second Books

· Extra Pieces > none

· Publisher Rating > none given

· ISBN # > 1596431520

Plot / Content: 

Three separate plots begin the book – Jin Wang, a pre-teen boy who is bullied and ignored because of his ethnicity but really wants to fit in … the famous folktale of the Monkey King, a god-like being who has everything but after being slighted at a deity dinner party does not want to be a monkey anymore … Danny is a cool high-schooler (grade 11) with a problem – his embarrassing cousin Chin-kee, the embodiment of negative Chinese stereotyping, who visits him yearly and leads Danny to change schools. The three storylines merge in a fascinating and gripping way (it’s hard not to discuss the book without giving away the ending.)

Quality of writing / drawing: 

Gorgeous illustrations and powerful story – this book won the Michael L. Printz Award for Excellence in Young Adult Literature (an award given by the American Library Association), and it is the first graphic novel to ever receive this honour. (You can see the announcement at http://www.ala.org/ala/yalsa/booklistsawards/printzaward/Printz.htm) for 2007. It is thought-provoking and haunting. Page 29 contains one of the main themes of the book, spoken by a wise woman (a herbalist’s wife) – “it’s easy to become anything you wish, so long as you’re willing to forfeit your soul”. This is expressed using the parable of the Monkey King and his quest, and reinforced by the Transformer toys Jin’s new best friend Wei-Chen Sun owns. The colour illustrations are evocative and impressive. The taunts and slurs that Jin and his Asian friends deal with are harsh and very real. (I remember hearing the “me Chinese, me play joke” rhyme when I was a child in school.) The conclusion stays with you for a while – I wondered if the failure of Jin and Amelia (the all-American girl Jin has a crush on) to connect meant that Jin should “stick with his kind”, and what that meant. The Monkey King’s son and his issues reminded me of Lucifer’s dilemma.

Any worrisome parts (sex, violence, language): 

On page 148, the monk Wong Lai-Tsao gets speared by demons when the Monkey King refuses to shrink back to his monkey form and release himself from the mountain of rock under which the greatest god (Tze-Yo-Tzuh – “he who is”) placed him. Some of the things Chin-Kee does is racist depiction personified – there is a very important reason to the story why Chin-kee is drawn and behaves this way. An example is page 120-121, where fellow student pull at their eyelids when whispering about Chin-kee and Chin-kee slobbers at the thought of getting “Amellican girl to bind feel and bear Chin-kee’s children”.

Grade level: 8+

