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INTRODUCTION:
THE POWER OF A
FIRST CHAPTER

Gene  Luen  Yang’s
g r a p h i c  n o v e l
A m e r i c a n  B o r n
Chinese is a landmark
w o r k  i n  c o m i c s
literature,  blending
mythology, humor, and
heartfelt  realism  to
explore  the  complex
experience  of  growing
u p  a s  a n  A s i a n
American.  The  book
opens  with  American
B o r n  C h i n e s e
Chapter 1, a masterful
in t roduct ion  that
i m m e d i a t e l y

estab l ishes  three
seemingly  separate
stories.  For  readers
new to the novel, this
first  chapter  serves  as
a  f o u n d a t i o n  f o r
themes  of  identity,
cultural  conflict,  and
the painful  desire to fit
in.  It  introduces us to
Jin Wang, a young boy
navigating  elementary
school  as  one  of  the
few Chinese Americans
i n  h i s  c l a s s ;  t h e
legendary  Monkey
King, who longs to be
respected  as  a  god;
a n d  l a t e r ,  t h e
caricatured  Chin‑Kee,
whose  exaggerated
stereotypes  force
readers  to  confront
racism head‑on. By the

https://app.ardentx.com/


2

2 American Born Chinese Chapter
1

2025-12-23

end  of  the  opening
p a g e s ,  Y a n g  h a s
already  set  the  stage
for  a  narrative that  is
both  deeply  personal
a n d  u n i v e r s a l l y
r e s o n a n t .  I n  t h i s
article, we will  unpack
t h e  e l e m e n t s  o f
A m e r i c a n  B o r n
Chinese  Chapter  1,
e x p l o r e  i t s  k e y
c h a r a c t e r s  a n d
t h e m e s ,  a n d
understand  why  this
chapter  remains  so
effective  in  drawing
readers  into  the  story.

SETTING THE
STAGE: THE THREE
STORYLINES

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
striking  features  of
A m e r i c a n  B o r n
Chinese Chapter 1 is
t h e  w a y  Y a n g
introduces  multiple
narrat ive  threads
without  expl ic i t ly
connecting  them.  The
chapter begins with the

Monkey King, moves to
Jin  Wang’s  everyday
life,  and  ends  with  a
jarring,  sitcom‑style
introduction  of  Danny
a n d  h i s  c o u s i n
C h i n ‑ K e e .  T h i s
structure  might  feel
disjointed at first, but it
serves  a  deliberate
purpose. Each storyline
reflects  a  different
aspect  of  the  central
theme: the struggle to
be  accepted  whi le
staying true to oneself.
The three storylines
are:

The Monkey
King’s quest
for recognition
– A mythological
tale set in
ancient China,
where the
Monkey King is
barred from a
party of the gods
because he is a
monkey. His rage
and subsequent
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training
symbolize a
rejection of his
own identity.
Jin Wang’s
daily life – A
realistic portrayal
of an
American‑born
Chinese boy
dealing with
microaggressions
, crushes, and
the pressure to
assimilate.
Danny and
Chin‑Kee – A
satirical, almost
farcical storyline
in which a white
American
teenager is
embarrassed by
his stereotypical
Chinese cousin,
played for laughs
but with a sharp
critical edge.

In  American  Born
Chinese  Chapter  1,
these  threads  are
p r e s e n t e d  i n

alternating  panels,
creating a rhythm that
keeps readers engaged
while hinting at deeper
connections  that  will
unfold  later.  Yang’s
a b i l i t y  t o  s h i f t
tone—from  the  epic
g r a n d e u r  o f  t h e
Monkey  King  to  the
quiet  awkwardness  of
J i n  W a n g ’ s
classroom—demonstra
tes his versatility as a
storyteller.

JIN WANG’S
STORY: THE
STRUGGLES OF AN
AMERICAN BORN
CHINESE

The heart of the novel
l ies  with  J in  Wang.
A m e r i c a n  B o r n
Chinese  Chapter  1
introduces  him  as  a
c h i l d  w h o  w a n t s
nothing  more  than  to
be  ordinary.  When  a
n e w  T a i w a n e s e
student,  Wei‑Chen,
arrives,  Jin  is  horrified
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at  first—he fears  being
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h
someone  so  obviously
“foreign.” This moment
is  painfully  honest.  It
shows the internalized
racism and shame that
can  come  from  being
seen as different.

The Move
and the
New
School
Jin’s story opens with a
flashback  to  his
childhood.  His  family
m o v e s  t o  a
predominantly  white
neighborhood,  and  he
quickly learns that his
difference  will  be
n o t i c e d .  I n  o n e
memorable  scene,  a
teacher introduces him
t o  t h e  c l a s s  a n d
another child asks, “Is

h e  C h i n e s e  o r
J a p a n e s e ? ”  T h e
teacher’s  awkward
r e s p o n s e — “ H e ’ s
C h i n e s e .  I
think.”—exposes  the
lack  of  awareness
around Asian identities.
For Jin, this is a subtle
but  constant  reminder
that he is an outsider.
Y a n g  d o e s  n o t
overstate  the  pain;
instead,  he  lets  the
small, everyday actions
speak volumes.

Crushes
and
Cultural
Identity
Another key moment in
A m e r i c a n  B o r n
Chinese Chapter 1 is
Jin’s  crush on a white
girl named Amelia. He
daydreams  about  her
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b u t  i s  t o o  s h y  t o
a p p r o a c h  h e r .
Meanwhile,  his  old
friend Suzy, who is also
C h i n e s e ,  s h o w s
interest in him—but Jin
r e j e c t s  h e r .  T h i s
rejection  is  not  based
on personal dislike but
on a desperate need to
distance  himself  from
anything  that  might
m a r k  h i m  a s
“Chinese.” The chapter
shows  how  cultural
identity can become a
source  of  internal
conflict,  especially
when  you  are  young
a n d  w a n t  o n l y  t o
belong.

The Role
of the
Cousin

Visit
(Chin‑Kee
Introducti
on)
Although  the  third
storyline of  American
B o r n  C h i n e s e
Chapter 1  features a
different  protagonist,
Danny,  i t  d i rect ly
mirrors the tensions in
Jin’s  life.  Danny  is  a
w h i t e  A m e r i c a n
teenager whose cousin
C h i n ‑ K e e  v i s i t s .
C h i n ‑ K e e  i s  a
g r o t e s q u e
car icature—slanted
eyes, buck teeth, thick
accent,  and  a  love  of
c a t  g a g s .  H e  i s
everything  that  J in
fears being seen as. By
placing this satire in a
sitcom‑like  setting,
Yang forces readers to
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confront  the  absurdity
o f  s t e r e o t y p e s .
D a n n y ’ s
embarrassment  is  a
hyper ‑exaggerated
version  of  Jin’s  own
shame.  The  chapter
u s e s  c o m e d y  t o
critique racism, making
t h e  r e a d e r
uncomfortable even as
they laugh.

THE MONKEY
KING: A TALE OF
TRANSFORMATION

The opening  pages  of
A m e r i c a n  B o r n
Chinese  Chapter  1
belong to  the Monkey
King,  a  figure  from
Chinese  folklore.  But
Yang takes the legend
and  reshapes  it  to  fit
h i s  t h e m e s .  T h e
M o n k e y  K i n g  i s
powerful,  confident,
and  skil led  in  kung
fu—yet  he  is  denied
entry  to  a  celestial
party  simply  because
he  is  a  monkey.  This

rejection enrages him,
and he decides to train
harder ,  learn  new
d i s c i p l i n e s ,  a n d
reinvent  himself  as  a
god worthy of respect.

The
Monkey
King’s
Origin in
Chapter 1
Yang  introduces  the
Monkey King in his own
domain,  Flower‑Fruit
Mountain. He is a ruler,
a warrior, and a master
of  transformation.  But
h i s  p o w e r s  m e a n
nothing when the gods
laugh  a t  h im.  The
chapter  shows  him
forcing his subjects to
wear shoes and adopt
human behaviors, all in
an attempt to hide his
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monkey  identity.  This
is  a  direct  parallel  to
Jin’s desire to hide his
Chinese‑ness.  The
Monkey King’s anger is
understandable,  but
his  solution—denying
his  true  nature—is
ultimately destructive.

Themes
of
Exclusion
and Pride
A m e r i c a n  B o r n
Chinese  Chapter  1
uses the Monkey King
t o  e x p l o r e  w h a t
h a p p e n s  w h e n
s o m e o n e  t r i e s  t o
become  something
they  a re  no t .  The
Monkey  King’s  pride
leads him to reject his
own kind. He says he is
a “great sage” and not
a  “monkey.”  But  no

mat te r  how  many
transformations  he
learns,  he  remains  a
monkey  inside.  This
theme  of  self‑loathing
and the impossibility of
escaping one’s roots is
central  to  the  entire
novel.  The  chapter
ends with the Monkey
King receiving a lesson
from  Tze‑Yo‑Tzuh,  the
god who created him,
tel l ing  him  that  he
cannot  change  his
e s s e n c e .  I t  i s  a
profound moment that
foreshadows  Jin’s  own
journey.

Parallels
with Jin’s
Story
Readers  of  American
B o r n  C h i n e s e
Chapter  1  may  not
immediately  see  the
connection  between
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the  Monkey  King  and
Jin  Wang.  But  Yang
plants  c lues.  Both
characters are rejected
for what they are. Both
try to assimilate into a
dominant  culture—the
Monkey  King  into  the
realm of gods, Jin into
w h i t e  A m e r i c a n
society. Both are asked
t o  d e n y  p a r t s  o f
t h e m s e l v e s .  T h e
parallel  structure  is
elegant  and  ensures
that  the  mythological
story feels relevant to
the  modern,  everyday
s t r u g g l e s  o f  a n
American‑born Chinese
child.

DANNY AND
CHIN‑KEE:
SATIRICAL
STEREOTYPES

The  third  storyline  in
A m e r i c a n  B o r n
Chinese  Chapter  1
introduces  Danny  and
his  cousin  Chin‑Kee.
T h i s  s e c t i o n  i s

deliberately  jarring.
The art  style  shifts  to
something  resembling
a  1 9 9 0 s  s i t c o m ,
complete  with  laugh
track  cues.  Chin‑Kee’s
n a m e  i s  a  p u n  o n
“chinky,” a racial slur,
and  his  behavior  is  a
collection  of  every
negat ive  Ch inese
stereotype:  he  speaks
broken  English,  eats
b i za r re  food ,  and
b o a s t s  a b o u t  h i s
“superior”  culture.
Danny  is  mortified.

Chin‑Kee
as a
Caricatur
e
Yang is  not  endorsing
these  stereotypes;  he
is  exposing  them.  By
making  Chin‑Kee  so
over‑the‑top, he forces



American Born Chinese Chapter 1 9

9

readers  to  recognize
how  ridiculous  and
h a r m f u l  t h e s e
port raya ls  are .  In
A m e r i c a n  B o r n
Chinese  Chapter  1,
Chin‑Kee’s  presence
d i s rup ts  Danny ’ s
otherwise  normal
teenage  l i fe .  Th is
storyline  mirrors  the
way  real‑life  racism
c a n  i n t r u d e  o n  a
p e r s o n ’ s  d a i l y
existence.  For  Danny,
the intruder is his own
relative.  For  Jin,  it  is
t h e  c o n s t a n t
assumption  that  he  is
somehow  foreign  or
less  American.

Danny’s
Embarras
sment
Danny’s  reaction  to
Chin‑Kee is shame and
anger. He tries to hide

his  cousin  from  his
friends.  This  echoes
J i n ’ s  r e a c t i o n  t o
W e i ‑ C h e n .  B o t h
characters  want  to
suppress  any  visible
m a r k e r  o f  t h e i r
heritage.  The  chapter
d o e s  n o t  r e s o l v e
Danny’s  storyline;  it
leaves him in a state of
f rus t ra t i on .  Tha t
o p e n ‑ e n d e d n e s s
invites readers to think
about how stereotypes
affect  not  only  the
people they target but
also  those  who  are
associated with them.

Purpose
of the
Exaggera
tion
The satire in American
B o r n  C h i n e s e
Chapter  1  is  a  bold



10

10 American Born Chinese Chapter
1

2025-12-23

choice.  Some  readers
might  find  it  offensive
at  first  glance,  but
Yang’s  intention  is  to
c r i t i que  the  ve ry
s t e r e o t y p e s  h e
portrays.  By  pushing
them  to  an  extreme,
he  shows  how absurd
they are. The laughter
that Chin‑Kee provokes
is  uncomfortable;  it  is
t h e  l a u g h t e r  o f
r e c o g n i t i o n .  T h e
chapter  challenges
readers to ask: why do
these  stereotypes
exist? And how do they
harm real people?

KEY THEMES
INTRODUCED IN
CHAPTER 1

A m e r i c a n  B o r n
Chinese Chapter 1 is
r ich  with  thematic
depth.  Even  in  the
ear ly  pages,  Yang
plants  the  seeds  for
t h e  n o v e l ’ s  m o s t
important messages.

Identity
and
Assimilati
on
Every character in this
chapter  struggles  with
identity.  The  Monkey
King wants to be a god,
not  a  monkey .  J i n
wants  to  be  seen  as
just a normal American
boy, not a Chinese kid.
Danny  wants  to  be
s e e n  a s  a  t y p i c a l
teenager ,  not  the
cousin of a freak. The
pressure  to  assimilate
is shown as a constant,
exhausting  force.  The
chapter  suggests  that
true  acceptance  can
n e v e r  c o m e  f r o m
hiding who you are.
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Racism
and
Microaggr

essions
Yang  does  not  depict
v i o l en t  r ac i sm  in
Chapter 1. Instead, he
s h o w s  t h e  s m a l l ,
everyday  slights  that
accumulate over time.
The teacher who does
n o t  k n o w  J i n ’ s
e t h n i c i t y .  T h e
classmate who asks if
h e  i s  C h i n e s e  o r
J a p a n e s e .  T h e
a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t

Wei‑Chen,  with  his
new‑arrival  accent,  is
s o m e t h i n g  t o  b e
embarrassed  about.
T h e s e
microaggressions  are
realistic  and relatable.
A m e r i c a n  B o r n
Chinese  Chapter  1
g ives  vo i ce  t o  an
experience  that  many
A s i a n  A m e r i c a n
readers  will  recognize
instantly.

The
Search
for Self
Underneath  all  the
conflict  is


