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UNDERSTANDING
THE AMERICAN
BORN CHINESE:
IDENTITY,
CULTURE, AND THE
SEARCH FOR
BELONGING

The  term  American
Born  Chinese  (ABC)
refers to individuals of
Chinese  descent  who
were  born  and  raised
in  the  United  States.
This  identity  is  not
merely a demographic
label; it encapsulates a
u n i q u e  c u l t u r a l
experience  shaped  by
the  intersection  of
Eastern  heritage  and
Western  upbringing.

For  generations,  ABCs
have  nav iga ted  a
complex  landscape  of
dual  identities,  often
feeling caught between
the  traditions  of  their
immigrant parents and
t h e  m a i n s t r e a m
Amer ican  cu l tu re
surrounding them. This
article  delves  into  the
multifaceted  world  of
the  American  Born
Chinese,  exploring the
literary  works  that
have  defined  this
e x p e r i e n c e ,  t h e
nuances  of  cultural
identity, the challenges
of  representation,  and
the  evolving  narrative
of what it means to be
both  Ch inese  and
American.
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The  journey  of  the
American Born Chinese
is  rarely  a  straight
path.  It  is  a  narrative
filled  with  questions  of
b e l o n g i n g ,
assimilation,  and  self-
acceptance.  From  the
pressures of  academic
exce l lence  to  the
delicate  balance  of
s p e a k i n g  t w o
languages  at  home,
ABCs  have  forged  a
distinct  subculture
within the larger Asian
American  diaspora.  In
recent  years ,  the
conversation  around
this identity has gained
significant  traction,
fueled  by  best-selling
g r a p h i c  n o v e l s ,
Hollywood  films,  and  a
growing  demand  for
a u t h e n t i c
representation. To truly
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
American Born Chinese
experience,  one  must
look  at  its  cultural
roots ,  i t s  modern

manifestations,  and
the  voices  that  have
given it a platform.

THE
GROUNDBREAKING
WORK: AMERICAN
BORN CHINESE BY
GENE LUEN YANG

No  discussion  of  this
identity  is  complete
without addressing the
seminal  graphic  novel
A m e r i c a n  B o r n
Chinese by Gene Luen
Yang.  Publ ished  in
2006,  th is  award-
winning  book  quickly
became a cornerstone
o f  y o u n g  a d u l t
l i t e r a t u r e  a n d  a
touchstone  for  ABCs
everywhere.  Yang
masterfully  weaves
t h r e e  s e e m i n g l y
separate storylines into
a  s ingle,  cohesive
narrative that explores
stereotypes,  sel f -
h a t r e d ,  a n d  t h e
transformative  power
of  embracing  one's
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true  self.

A Tale of
Three
Stories
The  novel  intercuts
between  the  story  of
Jin Wang, a young ABC
n a v i g a t i n g  t h e
challenges  of  middle
school;  the  fantastical
tale  of  the  Monkey
King,  a  legendary
figure  from  Chinese
fo l k l o re ;  and  the
satirical  sitcom-style
story  of  Chin-Kee,  a
c h a r a c t e r  w h o
e m b o d i e s  e v e r y
negat ive  Ch inese
stereotype imaginable.
Jin Wang struggles with
his  crush  on  a  white
c l a s s m a t e ,  h i s
f r i endsh ip  w i th  a
Taiwanese  immigrant,
and his deep desire to
be "just American." The

M o n k e y  K i n g ,
meanwhile,  is  a  deity
w h o  w a n t s  t o  b e
recognized  as  a  god
but is rejected because
h e  i s  a  m o n k e y .
Through these parallel
na r ra t i ves ,  Yang
i l l u s t r a t e s  h o w
internalized racism and
t h e  p r e s s u r e  t o
conform can lead to a
fractured self-image.

The
Power of
the
Monkey
King
Archetyp
e
The  Monkey  King's
journey is a particularly
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powerful  metaphor  for
the  ABC  experience.
His  rejection  by  the
other gods because of
his  "monkey"  nature
m i r r o r s  t h e
microaggressions  and
overt racism that many
ABCs face. His quest to
change his appearance
and  shed  his  identity
u l t i m a t e l y  f a i l s ,
teaching  a  crucia l
l e s s o n :  t r u e
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n
comes  not  f rom
erasing who you are,
but  from  accepting
your  heritage.  When
Jin  Wang  finally
understands  that  his
friendship and identity
are  not  weaknesses
but  strengths,  the
stor ies  merge  in  a
stunning  visual  and
emotional  climax.  This
graphic novel has been
widely  praised  for  its
honest depiction of the
internal  battles  that
define  the  American

B o r n  C h i n e s e
experience.

THE DUAL
IDENTITY: CAUGHT
BETWEEN TWO
WORLDS

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
persistent  themes  in
the  lives  of  American
B o r n  C h i n e s e
ind iv idua ls  i s  the
sensation of living in a
"cultural hyphen." They
are often perceived as
"too  American"  when
visiting  relatives  in
China  or  Taiwan,  yet
"too  Chinese"  in  the
eyes of  their  peers  in
the United States. This
duality  can be both a
burden  and  a  unique
advantage.

Navigatin
g the
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Generatio
nal Divide
The  gap  between  first-
generation  immigrants
and  their  American-
born  children  is  often
vast.  ABCs  frequently
grow  up  with  parents
who  have  a  different
re la t ionsh ip  w i th
American  culture—one
based  on  survival,
sacrifice,  and  a  strong
connection  to  their
homeland.  This  can
l e a d  t o
misunders tand ings
over  career  choices,
dating,  and  personal
e x p r e s s i o n .  F o r
example,  the pressure
to  become  a  doctor,
lawyer, or engineer is a
common trope in  ABC
households,  rooted  in
the  immigrant  belief
that  these  professions
offer  stability  and
respect.  Meanwhile,

second -gene ra t i on
children may yearn for
m o r e  c r e a t i v e  o r
unconventional  paths,
leading  to  conflict  and
negotiation.

Language
and Food
as
Cultural
Bridges
Language  is  another
area  where  the  ABC
ident i ty  becomes
pronounced.  Many
ABCs grow up speaking
a  Chinese  dialect  at
home  (Cantonese,
Mandarin,  Toisanese)
and English at  school.
This linguistic tightrope
can  lead  to  a  unique
code-switching  ability,
but  it  can also create
feelings of inadequacy.
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An  ABC  might  fee l
embarrassed  by  their
accent  in  Chinese  or
s t r u g g l e  t o
communicate  complex
emot ions  in  the i r
parents'  tongue. Food,
however,  often  serves
as  a  powerful  bridge.
The  a roma  o f  soy
sauce  and  sesame oil
in  the  kitchen,  or  the
r i t u a l  o f  m a k i n g
dumpl ings  dur ing
Lunar  New  Year,  are
sensory  anchors  that
connect  ABCs  to  a
heritage they may not
fully  understand  but
deeply  feel.

REPRESENTATION
IN MEDIA AND
POPULAR CULTURE

F o r  d e c a d e s ,  t h e
American Born Chinese
experience was largely
invisible in mainstream
Amer i can  med ia .
S t e r e o t y p i c a l
p o r t r a y a l s  w e r e
common,  and  when

ABC  characters  did
appear,  they  were
often  relegated  to
sidekicks,  geniuses,  or
martial artists. The rise
of contemporary media
has  begun  to  change
this,  offering  more
nuanced and authentic
depictions.

The
Disney+
Adaptatio
n and Its
Impact
I n  2023 ,  D i sney+
released  a  live-action
adaptation  of  Gene
Luen  Yang's  American
Born  Chinese,  created
by  Ke lv in  Yu .  The
series expanded on the
original  graphic  novel,
adding new characters
and  storylines  while
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retaining  the  core
message about identity
and  acceptance.  The
s h o w  f e a t u r e d  a
predominantly  Asian
cast, including Michelle
Yeoh,  Ke  Huy  Quan,
and  Ben  Wang.  This
adaptation brought the
ABC  narrat ive  to  a
g loba l  aud ience ,
sparking conversations
about  representation
a n d  t h e  o n g o i n g
relevance of the story.
It  also highlighted the
importance  of  having
Asian  American  and
Chinese  American
creators at the helm of
such projects, ensuring
a u t h e n t i c i t y  i n
storytell ing.

Other
Milestone

s in
Represen
tation
Beyond  the  graphic
n o v e l  a n d  i t s
adaptat ion,  other
works have contributed
to the visibility  of  the
American Born Chinese
identity. Films like The
F a r e w e l l  ( 2 0 1 9 ) ,
directed by Lulu Wang,
explore  the  emotional
nuances  of  bicultural
family dynamics. Books
like Everything I Never
Told You by Celeste Ng
and Interior Chinatown
by Charles Yu examine
the  p ressu re  and
invisibility  faced  by
ABCs.  These  works,
whether  comedic  or
tragic,  underscore  a
common truth: the ABC
exper ience  i s  not
monolithic,  but  it  is
united by a search for
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self-definition  in  a
w o r l d  t h a t  o f t e n
demands simplicity.

CHALLENGES AND
TRIUMPHS OF THE
AMERICAN BORN
CHINESE

The  journey  o f  an
American Born Chinese
is  marked  by  specific
challenges  that  stem
from  historical  and
social  contexts.  Yet,  it
i s  a l s o  a  s t o r y  o f
tremendous  resilience
a n d  c u l t u r a l
contribution.

The
Model
Minority
Myth
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
p e r v a s i v e  a n d
damaging  stereotypes
affecting  ABCs  is  the

"model minority" myth.
This  false  narrative
p a i n t s  A s i a n
Americans,  including
Chinese Americans, as
uniformly  successful,
hardworking,  and  law-
abiding.  While  it  may
sound positive,  it  is  a
d a n g e r o u s
oversimplification.  It
erases the diversity of
experiences  among
ABCs, ignores systemic
barr iers ,  and  p i ts
m i n o r i t y  g r o u p s
against each other. For
many  American  Born
Chinese,  this  label
c rea tes  immense
pressure to live up to
a n  i m p o s s i b l e
standard,  leading  to
anxiety  and  mental
hea l th  s t rugg les .
Discussing  this  myth
openly  is  crucial  for
dismantling  it.
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Overcomi
ng
Racism
and
Microaggr

essions
From  be ing  asked
"Where are you really
from?" to experiencing
bullying for their lunch
choices,  ABCs  often
face  subtle  and  overt
forms  of  racism.  The
COVID-19  pandemic
saw  a  sharp  r ise  in
anti-Asian hate crimes,
w h i c h
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y
affected  Chinese
American communities.
These  incidents  have
forced  many  ABCs  to
reckon  w i th  the i r
identity in a new, often

f r ighten ing ,  way.
However, this adversity
has  also  galvanized  a
generation  to  speak
out,  organize,  and
d e m a n d  c h a n g e .
C o m m u n i t y
organizations,  social
media movements, and
interethnic  solidarity
have become powerful
t o o l s  f o r  A B C s  t o
reclaim their  narrative
and assert  their  place
in America.

Celebrati
ng the
ABC
Identity
Despite the challenges,
being  an  American
Born Chinese is also a
source  of  pride  and
cultural richness. ABCs
are bilingual, bicultural,
a n d  u n i q u e l y
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p o s i t i o n e d  t o  b e
bridges  between  East
and  West.  They  have
c o n t r i b u t e d
significantly  to  every
field,  from  technology
and science to arts and
politics.  The  ability  to
celebrate  Lunar  New
Y e a r  w h i l e  a l s o
enjoying  Thanksgiving
is  not  a  conflict  but  a
synthesis.  Many  ABCs
h a v e  l e a r n e d  t o
e m b r a c e  t h e i r
"hyphenated"  identity
as  a  superpower ,
b r i n g i n g  d i v e r s e
perspectives  to  their
commun i t i es  and
w o r k p l a c e s .  T h e
evolution  of  the  ABC
identity is a testament
to the dynamic nature
of  American  culture
itself.

CONCLUSION: A
CONTINUING
EVOLUTION

T h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e
A m e r i c a n  B o r n

Chinese  is  far  from
o v e r .  A s  n e w
generations  are  born
and  r a i sed  i n  t he
United  States,  the
definition  of  what  it
means  to  be  Chinese
American continues to
evolve.  The  rise  of
global  connectivity,
intermarriage,  and
increased  cultural
exchange  means  that
the  dual  identity  is
becoming  even  more
complex  and  varied.
What remains constant
i s  t h e  q u e s t  f o r
au then t i c i t y  and
belonging.  The  works
of Gene Luen Yang and
t h e  o n g o i n g
conversations  around
representation  have
paved  the  way  for  a
m o r e  h o n e s t  a n d
i n c l u s i v e
understanding  of  the
ABC  experience.  For
those  who live  it,  the
journey  is  not  about
choosing  one  culture
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over  another ,  but
about  finding  the
strength  to  inhabit
both fully. In doing so,
the  American  Born
C h i n e s e  n o t  o n l y

enriches their own life
but  also contributes a
vital, vibrant thread to
the  tapestry  of  the
American  story.


