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Abstract  
This study attempts to conduct a multimodal discourse analysis of American Born Chinese 

(2006), a graphic novel by Gene Yang and March (2013), a graphic novel by John Lewis, 

Andrew Aydin, and Nate Powell, by applying Michael Halliday’s theory of the Systemic 

Functional Grammar (SFG) (1994) for the written texts, namely the experiential (ideational) 

metafunction, and Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen’s Systemic Functional Multimodal 

Discourse Analysis (SF-MDA) (1996) for the drawn images. The study employs, as well, 

Teun A. van Dijk’s modal of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) (2004a), in which power, 

racism, dominant groups, and dominated groups are being analyzed. In American Born 

Chinese (2006), the study aims at showing the tendency of the American Chinese to leave 

their Chinese identity behind and be fully Americans, based on an inner belief that the 

Americans are superior to them; however, the study shows that the Chinese Americans are 

stronger when they keep their identities and are very weak when they abandon their identity. 

In March (2013), the study examines the inequality the Black Americans previously suffered 

in America, the land of freedom, and how this suffering is depicted through graphic novels 

for historical documentation. The study shows that the White considered themselves the 

dominant group, whereas the Black Americans are treated as slaves; however, the study 

shows that the Black Americans are the dominant group with their perseverance and their 

peaceful attitude. 

 

Keywords  
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) – Multimodal Discourse Analysis (MDA) – Ethnicity – 
Inequality – Racism – Power  
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Introduction 
This study attempts to analyze American Born Chinese (ABC) (2006), a graphic novel by 

Gene Yang, and March (2013) an autobiographical graphic novel by John Lewis, Andrew 

Aydin, and Nate Powell based on a multimodal discourse analysis in accordance with 

Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar (SFG), Hasan’s Cline of Dynamism, Kress and van 

Leeuwen’s Grammar of Visual Design (GVD), or what is known as Systemic Functional – 

Multimodal Discourse Analysis (SF-MDA) and van Dijk’s power and identity framework of 

the Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) throughout the ideational (experiential) metafunction. 

Graphic Novels, according to Anstey and Bull (2006), are a kind of narrative that 

conveys meaning through three semiotic systems: linguistic, visual, and spatial. The linguistic 

system includes letters, words, vocabulary, etc… the visual system includes images, and the 

spatial system includes layout, direction, and position. Being analyzed in more than one mode 

or system, this is known as multimodality. 

Multimodality, according to Kress (2010), is simply a theory of communication in terms 

of textual, verbal, visual, and gestural modes. These modes help in understanding the 

meaning in terms of cultural background, social background, and personal knowledge and 

experience. This does not mean that printed out texts are not multimodal, according to Page 

(2010), as Kress and van Leeuwen (2001) state that texts are multimodal when they do not 

contain wording only, but also have the visual mode, i.e. typography (p. 116).  

Literary texts are a means to communicate certain ideologies and concepts, especially the 

ones arising from the hidden meaning, in addition to their ways in teaching the language and 

teaching new words, structures, and discourse. Halliday and Hasan (1989) argue that the way 

to understanding the language lies in studying texts, in which there is the text in addition to 

the context of this text. This means that there are many ways by which a text can be looked 

upon and understood. This is analyzed linguistically through SFG. 
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SFG reveals that language is a set of choices, and that language users make conscious 

and unconscious choices every time they use language, whether spoken or written. It also 

relates these choices to the context of situation, which addresses the hearer, the concept, the 

knowledge…etc. Meanwhile, this is concerned with one mode only, which is mainly textual, 

whereas, if more than one mode is meant to be analyzed, for instance, textual and visual, or 

textual and aural, this is known as multimodal analysis. 

In 1996, Kress and van Leeuwen come up with the SF-MDA and how to read images 

based on the Hallidayan SFG. They add that there are some concepts that can be described by 

texts only and some other ones can be exported through images only. They state that both 

texts and images help in a better communication. 

0.1 Synopsis 
- American Born Chinese (ABC) (2006) 

According to Asia Society, the Chinese people started to flow to the United States in the 

1850s as contract laborers. In 1882, the Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, which 

banned any Chinese from entering America for 60 years. Between 1910 and 1940, Chinese 

people in the US were required to undergo humiliating medical examinations. In 1952, after 

three Asian waves, Asian People were successful to claim their natural rights. 

ABC (2006) is a graphic novel by Gene Luen Yang, released in 2006 by First Second 

Books. It won the 2007 Michael L. Printz Award, the 2007 Eisner Award for Best Graphic 

Album: New, the Publishers Weekly Comics Week Best Comic of the Year, the San 

Francisco Chronicle Best Book of the Year, the 2006/2007 Best Book Award from the 

Chinese American Librarians Association, and finally, Amazon.com Best Graphic 

Novel/Comic of the Year. 
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The story of ABC consists of three separate tales. The first one speaks about the 

legendary folk tale of the Monkey King, which is a character from the classic Chinese novel 

Journey to the West. The second tale speaks about an immigrant child named Jin Wang, who 

has moved from San Francisco’s Chinatown to a mostly white suburb. He struggles to fit in 

his new school and in the white American culture. His story links the other two narratives 

altogether. The third tale tells the story of a white American boy named Danny, whose 

Chinese cousin Chin-Kee comes and visits every year. Chin-Kee displays many American 

racial stereotypes of the Chinese in terms of accent, dress, hairstyle, physical appearance, 

eating habits, academic performance, and hobbies, which Danny is troubled with. 

At first, the three tales seem separate from one another; however, at the end of the book, 

readers discover that Danny is actually Jin-Wang, who is transformed into a white boy after 

being prevented from pursuing his love for the one he loves for being a Chinese guy. Danny 

fights Chin-Kee, who is actually the Monkey King, who comes to visit him annually to 

remind him of his true identity as Chinese. Ultimately, Jin-Wang accepts his Chinese identity 

and abandons his ‘Danny’ persona. 

According to the critiques, ABC embraces racial struggles and stereotypes concerned 

with the Chinese and other East Asian ethnicities, as in ‘Chin-Kee’ persona. It also discusses 

the identity crisis that is abandoned for so many inferior humiliation which leads to identity 

transformations. It also discusses the thematic concern of seeking power after being 

humiliated, and finally, a lesson in accepting one’s true identity, no matter what it was. 

- March (2013) 

According to Encyclopedia Britannica, the history of the Afro-Americans started when 

the Africans assisted the Spanish and the Portuguese in exploring America. It began in 1619, 

when 20 Africans landed in Virginia. They were not slaves, but indentured servants, i.e. 

serving somebody for a specific period of time. By 1660, a large number of Africans were 


