



























































Another consequence of colonialism is the adopting in the Philippines of a “Western-centric
standard or ideal of what is beautiful or desirable” (2013, p. 44). This concerns believing
Western or Caucasian traits, such as light skin and a bridged nose, to be more desirable
features than brown skin and a flat nose, typical traits among Filipinos (2013, p. 44). This
strongly implies how natural Filipino traits are less valued than Western ones. In addition,
there is a tendency within Philippine society to devalue people who are “non-Christians, non-
English proficient, non-Manilians and non-Westernized Filipinos” (2013, p. 44).

As such, adapting to the Western culture through behavior and physical appearance gives the
impression that you are cultivated, which results in people thinking better of you— having
such positive attitudes toward American ideals, as a consequence, contributes to devaluing

Filipino culture and traits (2013, p. 44).

David suggests applying the term colonial mentality to understand Filipinos’ idealization of
Western and American culture. The term refers to “an automatic preference for anything
American or Western and an automatic uncritical rejection of anything Filipino” (2013, p.
114). Someone possessing a colonial mentality will view everything related to their Filipino
heritage negatively and thus deny “Filipino cultural practices, beliefs, and traditions” (2013,
p. 115). These individuals may develop a more individualistic mindset of striving for their
goals rather than thinking collectivistic about the group’s needs (2013, p. 115). The downside
of colonial mentality, combined with the historical and contemporary devaluing of Filipino
culture, is its influence on someone’s Kapwa (both, fellow-being) and other Filipino values.
This will be noticed if someone withdraws from the Filipino community and displays an
attitude of superiority to their group, which entails Americanized/Westernized speech, dress
code, and mannerisms (2013, p. 116). This behavior is viewed as the opposite of Kapwa and
perceived as a fatal decrease in someone’s being, which means that one is no longer seen as a
Filipino or a human being (Enriquez, 1994, p. 63). The result of this and not attending
Filipino social events with their family and community is that these members may be accused
of bringing “shame to their families because of their absence, lack of cooperation, lack of
contribution” (2013, p. 118) which may lead to exclusion from the larger Filipino community
(2013, p. 118). After looking at different aspects of identity, ethnic identity development, the
family’s influence on developing an ethnic identity, and Filipino history and culture, I will

now look more in-depth at the format of graphic novels.
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2.3 Graphic Novels and Comics

A graphic novel shares the format of a comic, combining words and pictures (Weiner, 2004,
p. 114), telling a story through its panels where the dialogue is uttered through speech or
thought balloons (Smith & Pole, 2018, p. 169). A graphic novel “offers the immediacy of the
prose reading experience, with the words working simultaneously with the images, making a
graphic novel not only something one reads, but something one sees as well, like reading and
watching a movie at the same time” (Weiner, 2004, p. 115). The terms graphic novel and
comics are often used interchangeably. However, Diamond Comics, a U.S. distributor, claims
that a graphic novel carries more complexity and deals with themes more deeply, similar to
traditional prose. While comics are shorter and typically have a superhero carrying out the
narrative, a graphic novel is longer and of a more artistic manner, telling a more “stand-alone

story” (in Bucher & Manning, 2004, p. 67).

Although comics are gaining ground as a proper storytelling medium, appreciated by “well-
read adults as well as by teenagers reluctant to read anything without pictures” (Gallo, 2004,
p. 114), it has not always been the case. In education, graphic novels and comic books have
traditionally been considered second-rate compared to traditional print-based texts (Connors,
2015, p. 5). However, recent trends show a greater interest in the medium, manifested in the
number of comic studies and postgraduate students researching the genre (Huxley & Ormrod,
2016, p. 1). Graphic novels have increased in popularity in the last few years and are seen as
“one of the fastest-growing book formats” (Smith & Pole, 2018, p. 169). Current research
shows a range of beneficial outcomes of applying the mediums in teaching settings, such as
increased reading motivation and development of visual literacy, in addition to how these
word-image-based texts reflect the multimodal texts the learners use daily (Connors, 2015, p

.6).

2.3.1 The Structure of a Graphic Novel

When reading a graphic novel, the reader does an image analysis and synthesizes words and
images while navigating between the panels that must be read and interpreted (McClanahan &
Nottingham, 2019, pp. 42-44). A panel, according to McClanahan and Nottingham (2019), is
“a frame or border that forms a visual boundary around a narrative element” (p. 42) and is
unraveled sequentially. McCloud further writes that “the panel acts as a sort of general
indicator that time or space is being divided” (1993, p. 99). In this understanding, the panels

represent various moments that are central to the story and, therefore, necessary to drive the
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narrative forward. Although the layout of the graphic novel implies a left-to-right motion of
the reading, Versacci (2008) notes that “the eye is very active” and thus does not always
follow this reading requirement (pp. 96-97). Because of this, reading a comic may resemble
the way younger learners access information when using the internet, scrolling through online
multimodal texts (p. 97). Furthermore, it is required that the readers know how to decode

images and texts in a graphic novel.

Another important element in the structure of a graphic novel is closure. Closure is the
foundation of the graphic novel, referred to as the grammar of the genre (McCloud, 1993, p.
67). It refers to how humans, on an everyday basis, are constantly engaged in the process of
“completing what is incomplete based on experience” (1993, p .63). This act is transferable
when interacting with a text. It is essential to know that closure relies on the readers’ ability
and willingness to interact and connect the different images presented and make a story out of
them (1993, pp. 63-64). The process of closure depends on the gutter, i.e., the space between
the panels (1993, pp. 66-67). Even though it is a space, the reader’s experience from the
previous panels implies something is happening in the gutter (1993, p. 66). McCloud claims
that “in the limbo of the gutter, human imagination takes two separate images and transforms
them into a single idea” (1993, p. 66). This happens because “comic panels fracture both time
and space, offering a jagged, staccato rhythm of unconnected moments” (1993, p. 67).

The role of closure is to engage the reader in creating meaning between the different events
“and construct a continuous, unified reality” (1993, p. 67). In the above paragraphs, the
graphic novel's structure has been presented, looking more closely at panels, closure, and the
gutter. Now, there will be a focus on the characters and the character design in a graphic

novel.

2.3.2 Characters

Understanding the character design is fundamental as it is through the characters the readers
experience the story and will thus be engaged in and care about the characters (Cullinan &
Galda, 1998, p. 43). The ways of engaging with the characters can be initiated with body
postures, gestures, facial expressions, and how the character is positioned within the panel
(Eisener, 1985, p. 111; Prior, Wilson & Martinez, 2012, pp. 200-204). It will then be
necessary to study the character’s facial expressions and body postures and question what
these non-verbal expressions reveal about the character. It is also relevant to consider the use

of color and how this influences the reader, such as how red implies strong emotions such as
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“anger, danger or love depending on the context” (Prior et al., 2012, p. 196). According to
Eisener (1985), comics rely on the character’s body posture and gesture more than the textual
content, as the images modify and define the text (p. 103). A posture is “a movement selected
from a sequence of related moments in a single action” (1985, p. 105). In comparison, a
gesture is “subtle and limited to a narrow range of movement” (1985, p. 104) and works as the
final position when underscoring what the character is expressing alongside her body posture

and facial expression (1985, p. 104)

In addition to the bodily movements, the character’s facial expression is crucial in carrying
out the narrative as it creates the most engagement within the reader, depicting the character’s
feelings and emotions and reflecting the character's inner life (1985, p. 111). According to
Eisener, the facial expression summarizes the character’s state of mind manifested through
their body language, adding meaning to the character’s utterances (1985, p. 111). The face is
also the body part that carries the most recognition for the reader, as humans are used to
relating to and reading facial expressions and thus question whether others are trustworthy.
Engaging in this act is thus easily transferable to reading the facial expressions in comics,
underscoring the important role a character’s face plays in a comic. If the artist does this

skillfully, “it can carry the narrative without resorting to unnecessary props or scenery” (1985,

p. 111).

2.3.3 Perspective

So far, there has been a focus on character design and what the readers can read from studying
the characters. Another important aspect of the graphic novel is the perspective and how the
elements in the panel are placed. The use of perspective plays a central role in image analysis.
According to Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), the perspective creates an imaginary
relationship between the viewer and the characters in the picture (p. 129) and influences how
the readers view the characters. This is done through the size of the frame, how the characters
and objects are presented within it, and whether it is in a close-up, medium, or long shot
(2006, p. 124). Images with a close-up perspective, showing the subject from the shoulders
and up, indicate a social distance reserved for people of intimate relations. Medium shots
portray the subject from the knees and up and imply a social distance of a more formal
character, more typical among coworkers and friends (2006, p. 124). In a long shot, however,

the character appears in the distance and occupies “half the height of the frame” (2006,
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pp-124-125). According to Connors (2015), this indicates a more objective viewpoint between

a figure and its surrounding environment (p.8).

In addition to the perspective, angles or points of view are applied to manipulate whether the
viewer perceives the character as strong or weak (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 140).
Kress and van Leeuwen write that vertical angles effectively create a power relationship
between the reader and the character (2006, p. 140). This is done through either a high or a
low angle. If a high angle is applied, the reader looks down at the character, which gives the
impression of someone who is small and insignificant and puts the reader in a position of
superiority over the subject (2006, p. 140). However, if the reader looks up to the character
from a low angle, it gives the impression of a powerful character. If the reader looks at the
character from an eye level, it implies a sense of equality between the reader and the

character, with no power distance between them (2006, p. 140).

2.4 Autobiography/Memoir

A subgenre of the graphic novel is the autobiographical graphic novel. A central feature of
autobiographies is that they tend to portray stories of trauma and crisis, using humor and irony
as narrative storytelling techniques (Whitlock & Poletti, 2008, p. ix). These stories can be
confrontational to their readers as the genre can deal with more significant political and social

issues while balancing the autographical mix between the tragic and the comic (2008, p. ix).

According to Lejeune (1989), autobiography consists of four specific elements. The first
refers to how its form must be prose, having a straightforward narrative. Second, there must
be a story where a subject is treated, either about “individual life or a story of a personality”
(p. 4). Then third, the author, “whose name refers to a real person,” is expected to be identical
to the story's narrator. Lastly, the narrator and the protagonist must be identical, and the
narrative must have a retrospective point of view (1989, p. 4). Lejeune further argues that the
memoir is a closely related variant of the autobiography genre. However, this means the
variant does not meet all the above-mentioned requirements. Lejeune points to how the
memoir differs from the autobiography in terms of how the “subject is treated.” A memoir is a

story singularly about the author’s individual life (1989, p. 4).

A memoir is, according to Parini (1998), portraying a “shaped reality,” as in fiction, “the
memoirist presents a shaped reality as the memoirist has chosen certain facts from her life
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which she dramatizes, converting reality into a narrative” (Parini, 1998, p. 140). Rhetorical
techniques to seduce the readers, such as foreshadowing and symbolic representation, are
similar for both genres (p. 140). However, what is crucial for an autobiography, and a memoir
as a variant of the genre, is the promise given to the readers that the author, the narrator, and
the protagonist are the same person, referred to as the autobiographical pact (1989, p. 5), a
concept coined by Lejeune, and widely known as a classical concept and central to the

literature on autobiographies.

Another central role of the autobiography is its investigative project of understanding oneself
in relation to others, which is seen as a significant aspect of the genre (Miller, 2001, p. 544).
This aspect is further understood as being just as crucial as the truthfulness of the genre that
the “autobiographical pact” implies (2001, p. 544). As Miller states, the “Autobiography’s
story is about the web of entanglement in which we find ourselves, one that we sometimes
choose” (2001, p. 544). This makes such literature an exciting and thought-provoking read.
Chaney (2017) points to the pedagogical value of the genre in terms of its self-reflexive
nature, where the stories may be seen as lessons in terms of how the author share their life
stories as themselves “not only by talking about themselves or even depicting themselves in
exaggerated ways but teaching reader viewers how they ought to be read” (2017, p. 297).
Interestingly, Boelhower (1991) supports the potential of autobiographies written by people of
ethnicity as he claims that this type of writing, which he refers to as ethnic life writing, offers
an opportunity to portray their own lives from an insider perspective (p. 125). The benefits of
writing their own stories are that the ethnic subjects are in control of how they are portrayed
in the U.S. and can, by writing their narratives, avoid a passive representation by the dominant
culture (p. 139). Boelhower further writes that the central theme of the ethnic autobiography
is mainly about the “hyphenated self’s attempt to make it in America” (1991, p. 133).

Another benefit of ethnic autobiography is how it facilitates a broader representation of
American culture and society and thus is seen as a “powerful mode of cultural criticism”
(Davis, 2002, p. 81). In comics, the authors share complex life stories while re-inventing
themselves, using a graphic narrative representation as a means of an exaggerated self-portrait
to represent themselves (Manrique, 2012, p. 106). In defining this genre, Lynda Barry referred
to it as “autobiofictionalography” (Barry, 2002, p. 7). Whitlock (2006) coined the term
“autographics” as a way of finding a more specific term addressing both the unique interplay
between text and images and the subject’s position in narrating her life story (2006, p. 966).
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However, applying the already established term autobiography covers the use of the term in
the context of this thesis, further defined by Lejeune as a “retrospective narrative written by a
real person concerning his existence, where the focus is his individual life, in particular the

story of his personality” (Lejeune, 1989, p. 4).

3. Method and Material

3.1 Material

The graphic memoir I Was Their American Dream was chosen because of its suitability to
teach more in-depth about the complexities of growing up with a multicultural identity and
navigating those complexities. The memoir gives numerous opportunities for the readers to
see how the main character, Malaka Gharib, struggles with constructing her cultural identity
in different situations and how her identity develops throughout the memoir. Learning about
identity aligns with the core element, working with English-speaking texts, as stated in the
curricula. This core element stresses the importance of providing the learners with culturally
and linguistically diverse texts to develop their knowledge of culture and society.

By immersing themselves in multicultural works and critically analyzing them, the learners
can develop a broader understanding of “their own and others’ identities in a multilingual and
multicultural context” (The Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2023). As the
memoir provides the story of Malaka’s upbringing, having parents from Egypt and the
Philippines who have migrated to the U.S. and her life of growing up and navigating between
different cultures in the U.S., the memoir provides authentic and culturally rich material in
line with Yokota’s selection criteria for quality multicultural children’s literature (Y okota,
1993, p. 159). When reading I was Their American Dream, the learners will be presented to
Malaka’s family and thus encounter “authentic dialogue and relationships™ of minority groups
(p. 159), while they will be exposed to “in-depth treatment of cultural issues” (p. 159), such as
Malaka’s challenges with identity, integration, the aspects of migration, religion, and her

struggles to fit it in.

Further, it has been essential to find literature that is appealing to adolescent readers in terms
of its age appropriateness and reading a text that is “a compelling read, involving the
emotions - for example through surprising, humorous, tragic and heart-warming features”
(Bland, 2018, p. 12). This inference has contributed to choosing a graphic novel, as the genre

tends to engage adolescent readers in terms of its practical and humorous way of telling
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complex stories while combining text and images (Davis, 2005, p. 267). According to Griffith
(2010), educators have observed that applying graphic novels may stimulate reading
motivation and learning (p. 186). Interestingly, Frey and Fisher (2014) found that their
learners became “more knowledgeable consumers of ideas and information” (p. 25) after the
teachers had incorporated graphic novels into their teaching. This factor can make the learners
more receptive to understanding intercultural matters of identity construction in / was their
American Dream. Using a graphic novel aligns with the curricula in the subject, emphasizing
that learners should be presented with various texts, such as artistic and visual texts containing
drawings (The Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2023), offering multiple

ways of reading them.

Yet a criterion has been to find a text with “empathetic and appealing characters” (Bland,
2018, p. 12), in addition to finding a text that may contribute to making “the learners re-

examine their beliefs” (2018, p. 12).

In I Was Their American Dream, the readers meet an emphatic protagonist who shows the
complexities of having a multicultural identity while applying humor. The readers are easily
drawn into the story through its characteristic drawings, and the use of colors is appealing to
its readers. As the readers follow Malaka from childhood through her high school years to
early adulthood, the learners can relate to her in terms of age, something that again may
contribute to a larger engagement in the story, and they may continue discussing the book
with their friends (Bland, 2018, p. 12). In line with Griffith’s evaluation criteria for graphic
novels, readers will thus encounter meaningful themes by relating to Malaka's struggles with

constructing her identity as the learners are of an identity-forming age (Griffith, 2010, p. 184).

3.2 Method

The research method for this thesis is a qualitative analysis of the graphic memoir / Was Their
American Dream, and in particular, an analysis of the main character, Malaka Gharib, looking
at how she constructs her identity in different situations throughout the graphic novel. To
gather relevant data, a textual analysis is used to show the world of the characters in / Was
their American Dream and how they make meaning of their lives (McKee, 2003, p. 2).
McKee further describes a textual analysis as “an educated guess at some of the most likely

interpretations that might be made of that text” (2003, p. 2).
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In the textual analysis of the graphic memoir, I Was Their American Dream will be studied in
terms of determining how Malaka Gharib constructs her identity throughout the novel. The
memoir will be divided and analyzed into the following parts: parents' American Dream,
growing up in a Filipino community, life during high school, life during college and work life,
and early adulthood. The following sub-chapters will focus on how Malaka constructs a
multicultural identity, focusing on aspects such as religious identity, popular cultural
influences, and whiteness and how these aspects influence Malaka’s identity construction.

As Malaka develops a multicultural identity from childhood to early adult life, it has been
essential to apply Phinney’s model of ethnic identity development (Phinney, 1996) to
understand the different stages that Malaka undergoes.

4. Didactic Framework
In this chapter, I Was Their American Dream (Gharib, 2019) will be analyzed, with a focus on

how identity is constructed.

4.1 Overview of the Book

4.1.1 I Was Their American Dream

I Was Their American Dream is a graphic memoir about the life and upbringing of Malaka
Gharib, who is also the author and illustrator of the story (Gharib, 2019). The story is narrated
through the main character, Malaka, who shares her experiences as a second-generation
immigrant growing up in the U.S. from the late 20th century to the early 21st century. In line
with the autobiographical pact, the readers assume that the author, narrator, and protagonist
are all the same, being a real person who has experienced the portrayed events in the book and
is thus consequently telling the truth (Lejeune, 1989, p. 4). The memoir is told from a first-
person point of view, applying Malaka’s perspective. She is now a young adult looking back
on her past life events, starting with her birth and ending with the beginning of her adult life,
while searching for an understanding of who she is and how she has become that person (see
Lejeune, 1989, p. 4). According to Gharib, the memoir's purpose was to re-examine her
relationship with her immigrant identity, landing on how she is also an American and how
there are many ways of holding such an identity in today’s society. In her case, being
Filipino-Egyptian American was just one way (Gharib, 2022), and she states that she, in the
narrative, examines the common perception of how being truly American equals being white

(Gharib, 2022).
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4.1.2 Layout and Structure

The memoir's cover shows a close-up illustration of the main character smiling. Applying this
perspective, where Malaka is seen from her shoulders and up in addition to her smiling face,
immediately creates an emotional bond between her and the readers, creating a sense of social
affinity between the reader and Malaka (see Connors, 2015, p. 8; Kress and van Leeuwen,
2006, p. 118). Further, Malaka’s eyes are covered by two big stars with the American Flag,
resembling a pair of glasses, directly illustrating the book’s title — I was their American
Dream. Behind her stands her closest family, indicating the most influential people in her life.
Malaka’s face is centered in the middle, covering almost half the page, clearly indicating who
the story is about, while her family is proportioned on a smaller scale. The book’s back page
is written in capital letters: “MALAKA GHARIB HAD SOME FIGURING OUT TO DO,”
implying how the main character works with several issues throughout the memoir. Below
this sentence is an extract from the book (p. 67) showing Malaka in a dialogue with a Filipino
girl, asking her, “WHAT ARE YOU”? The question indicates the issue of identity that is
prominent throughout the book. In the extract, Malaka has difficulties answering the question
immediately, as shown through her answer, where she looks surprised, implying fear and
something unresolved about the question. This look is repeated throughout the memoir,
showing her strong feelings when being in a situation that is either difficult or awkward for
her. The chosen extract sums up the main themes and the character’s struggles and tells

readers what to expect in the book.

I Was Their American Dream is an example of how the story’s narration is carried out
through the interplay between text and images, congruent with the genre's premise. Reading
and understanding the characters’ facial expressions and gestures are essential to
understanding the story's deeper meaning. At the same time, the text accompanies the images,
suggesting a left-to-right reading. The memoir consists of traditional panel-to-panel narration
and pages breaking with this style, leaving out the frames, thus inviting readers to move more
freely between the illustrations on the page. In I Was Their American Dream, there are close-
ups of characters over a whole page, inviting us to get to know them better. Likewise, single,
and double pages show one single action, such as the parents shopping with Malaka as a
toddler (pp. 20-21). According to Gharib herself (Gharib, 2022), she likes to play with the
genre and has included elements such as games for the readers and extracts from her private

diary (Gharib, 2019, p. 77). Another significant aspect is the use of colors throughout the
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book, where colors hold a symbolic value in our culture, representing a variety of associations
(see O’Neill, 2011, p. 217). Especially the use of red and blue is repeated in the book.
According to Sipe and Ghiso (2005), hot colors like red are applied when describing feelings
such as “sensuality, anger, or joy -depending on the context”, whereas cool colors such as
blue are associated with calmness and peace (p. 144). In the book, red symbolizes strong
emotions, such as when Malaka lies awake in high school because her peers accuse her of
being a poser. Then, the red color is applied to Malaka, while the blue color is used in
different nuances and functions as a frame around Malaka and, in that way, seems to have a

calming impact on the image (Gharib, 2019, p. 74).

4.1.3 Setting

The first part of I Was Their American Dream (2019) occurs in Cerritos, California, USA,
where Malaka grows up. In this multicultural city, she relates to different ethnicities, as she
spends time with her Filipino American family and her peers at the local high school. When
Malaka’s Egyptian father returns to Egypt, she spends her summers in Kairo with her
Egyptian family. The second part is set in Syracuse, USA, where Malaka studies before
moving to Washington, D.C., to work. In contrast to her early years, she now spends most of
her time with ethnic white people, making her start reflecting on who she is in terms of her
ethnic identity and her Americanness. From this vantage point as a young adult, she tells her
story, reflecting on her upbringing in Cerritos with her Filipino American family, her

Egyptian father and time spent in Egypt, and what it means to be an American.

4.2 Parents’ Dream

Malaka’s parents migrated to the U.S. in the 1980s. Her mother emigrated because of growing
political unrest, urging her family to move to the USA, with which the Philippines has close
ties as a former colony. Her father came because he wanted to pursue his dream of becoming
a hotel manager, closely related to his American Dream of becoming rich. A dream he
acquired as a teenager through the consumption of American popular culture, such as movies
and music (p. 13). The father has a clear purpose of coming to the U.S., something he started
planning as a young man in his journal entry from 1976. In the following entry, he lists the
following strategies to achieve his goal: saving enough money, learning English, and applying
for studies in the U.S. (p. 15). Malaka’s mother is, in contrast, seen as more reluctant to leave
an already comfortable lifestyle in the Philippines, knowing that entering the U.S. would

mean a much harder life than her then-privileged life (pp. 10-11). However, as her family has
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left the Philippines one by one and the political situation has worsened, it is finally time for

her to leave for the States, too.

In this period of her life, the mother does not have a particular American Dream, as she seems
realistic about the conditions in the U.S. for immigrants. However, this changes when she
arrives in the States and starts working. Then, she adopts the idea of pursuing the American
Dream. This is seen in her leading a hectic work life and working literally around the clock,
Juggling two jobs. This is portrayed over a half page, applying a blown-up single panel to
visualize how she works from early morning to late evening as a receptionist in a hotel. In this
panel, one follows the mother clockwise on the page from when she wakes up, spends a
whole day at work, and arrives home late in the evening (p. 17). The clock on the page
symbolizes how her whole life happens at work while pursuing the American dream. For the
mother, the American Dream is largely about achieving high financial status and purchasing

power, living in a big house, having an expensive car, and affording a luxurious wardrobe.

Things take a little turn when the mother meets Malaka’s father in the same hotel when he
starts working as a night manager. While working together, they fall in love, get married, and
a short time later, Malaka is born (pp. 18-19). When setting up their life in the U.S. they
experience that the nuclear family is an important part of the American Dream, something
they experience themselves, while they are also determined to achieve the rest together
through hard work. The parents are portrayed as two immigrants trying to adjust to American
society on their way toward fulfilling the American Dream (pp. 20-21). In retrospect,
however, Malaka’s parents share with her as an adult how the closest they were to achieving
the American Dream was being married to each other (p. 25). This indicates how their
marriage and being a family unit was also a part of their perception of the American Dream
and how they were on their way to realizing it together. The happy family is shown in a photo
that Malaka holds up, zooming in on the family in front of some terraced houses in a family-
friendly neighborhood with a nice park and a little river floating through it. Here, different
shadings of red are used to express emotions such as excitement, while blue is used to give an

impression of calmness.

Even two happy ducks are seen in the river, directly referring to the happy couple and how
things are going well for them (p. 25). Despite a good start, religion becomes an issue in their
relationship due to their differing faiths. This is shown when Malaka’s mother suggests to the
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father that their daughter should attend a Catholic school. The father, who at the time is
reading 4 Guide for Muslim Parents in America, reacts negatively to what the mother
suggests (p. 23). His reading of the book further confirms his profound responsibility for
passing on his Muslim faith to his daughter, where he admits the need for guidance on how

Malaka can follow his faith in a society where the majority are Christians.

The conflicting views of Malaka’s parents are reflected in how she grew up trying to follow
both faiths. However, growing up in a Catholic environment and finally attending a Catholic
school, it is difficult for her to maintain the Muslim side of her identity. This is due to her
immersion in formal Catholic education and the religious practices within her Filipino family.
The ongoing conflicts between the parents due to religion seem hard to solve, something that
is shown in a panel where the mother is standing in front of a mirror trying on a skirt, where
the father comments on how the skirt is too short, asking her to wear something more modest
(p. 23). This results in a heated argument where the couple shouts things in their respective

languages.

In particular, this scene highlights what Martin and Nakayama claim regarding how imposing
religious views on people who do not share them may cause tension among those involved
(2010, p. 193). The conflicts result in the parents divorcing when Malaka is six, her father
moving to a different city for work, and eventually moving back to Egypt when Malaka is
eleven (p. 34). Not only is this a breakup between the parents, but it is also the end of their
American Dream. Growing up, her parents’ American Dream pressures Malaka to perform
well at school and behave as a “PERFECT FILIPINO KID” (p. 33). Her parents have
sacrificed much, and her mother often repeats, “YOU HAVE TO BE BETTER THAN US!”
(pp. 6-7). This statement was never explained. However, as Malaka reflects, she always knew
that it meant how she was allowed to become their American Dream. This also implies that
Malaka is part of her mother’s dream and that she can make it come true for both. In that way,

the mother would be able to reach the American Dream through Malaka.
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4.3 Childhood

4.3.1 Growing up in a Filipino Community

Malaka grows up having a mixed identity, being half Filipino and half Egyptian. This identity
is expressed through her behavior and in the way she speaks American with a Tagalog accent
and knows Arabic and Tagalog languages. In addition, she has both Egyptian and Filipino
features. However, as Malaka’s father moves back to Egypt, she spends most of her time with
her Filipino family, where she learns about Filipino culture and customs. She is taught to
appreciate traditional Filipino food and participates in the family's rituals, traditions, and
gatherings. In addition, she attends a Catholic school and thus learns about the largest religion
in the Philippines. While growing up in this environment, Malaka learned about Filipino
values such as honoring and respecting elders and the importance of helping out in the home.
This is shown on the page where she “TRIED TO LIVE UP TO THE VIRTUES OF THE
PERFECT FILIPINO KID!” (p. 33). Here, she lists certain chores she is expected to do, such
as plucking white hair from her mother’s scalp, helping her sister dress herself, and always
having flawless rice ready when needed (p. 33). This is told with humor where Malaka is
ticking off boxes next to each scenario, showing to herself and the readers how she strives to
fulfill the role of the perfect Filipino child (p. 33). According to Phinney’s ethnic identity
model, Malaka is in stage one, typical for children or adolescents, where she “accepts the

values and attitudes present in his or her environment” (Phinney, 1996, p. 146).

In the Catholic school Malaka attends, she is seen only spending time with other Filipinos.
However, they notice her Egyptian traits and comment that she does not look entirely Filipino
(p. 41). They also comment on how her name differs from typical Filipino names, claiming it
is weird (p. 41). Malaka’s name refers to her Egyptian heritage; in this way, she expresses her
Egyptian identity and is reminded of it every day. However, as a child, it is difficult for
Malaka to be reminded of also having an Egyptian ethnicity in the Filipino community, as she
strongly wants to blend in, and she ends up shouting to her peers that her name is not weird
(p. 41). Malaka identifies as Filipino-Egyptian, but the fact remains that she grows up in a
dominant American culture and is heavily influenced by this through popular culture.
Watching TV series gives Malaka opportunities to compare and reflect on how she, as a
Filipino-Egyptian child, differs from a white American. This is portrayed when Malaka looks
at her grandparents helping each other out while the TV series 7th Heaven, portraying the life

of an American Christian family, is on in the background (p. 26) — making her reflect on how
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her family differs from the typical American one, which focuses on the closest family
members. In contrast, in her case, the whole extended family, such as aunts, uncles, and
grandparents, are included (p. 27). This aligns with the fellowship in Filipino culture,
emphasizing togetherness and helping each other. However, as Malaka grows up, she is
constantly influenced by American values such as individualism, hard work, and
independence. This is seen in how she pursues pop culture and fashion interests, such as
skateboarding and wearing a proper skateboard outfit (p. 56). As a child, Malaka is seen
behaving assertively and is portrayed as someone who knows what she wants. This is seen
when she asks her mother for a specific type of doll, such as an “American girl doll” (p. 31),
further emphasizing who she identifies with or wants to be, in addition, it is seen in the way
Malaka from a young age learns the value of hard work and the need to rely on one’s own
capacity to succeed. The value of hard work influences Malaka to work hard in school to
achieve good grades, giving her the freedom to choose her career path. Simultaneously, she
may indirectly help her parents’ wish to fulfill the American Dream. As a result of these
influences, Malaka becomes independent, which is decisive for her future choices based on

her wishes and dreams.

4.3.2 Religious Identity

During Malaka’s childhood, it was difficult to construct her religious identity as she grew up
between two different beliefs. She is raised a Catholic, according to her mother’s wishes. At
the same time, she learns about the Muslim faith through her father, who, as a way of
compensating for the lack of “proper” religious education for his daughter, sends her tape
recordings of Islamic verses that he has made (p. 44). Malaka’s Arab heritage is noticed in the
Catholic community when one of the nuns asks her for her Christian name, as she reacts to the
name Malaka because it does not sound Christian enough (p. 44). Malaka then replies by
saying her full name, “MALAKA MAGED MOHAMMED GHARIB ABDELLATIF” (p.
44), pointing to her name having a solid Arabic heritage from her father. The nun replies by
suggesting she go with the name Fatima instead (p. 44). This indicates the difficulties of
identifying with two religions, being the root of much confusion for the young Malaka,
claiming, “TO ME, NOTHING MIXED ME UP MORE THAN RELIGION” (p. 42), showing
a confused Malaka praying by her bed with religious artifacts on display behind her. In this
image, blue is used for the Catholic artifacts, while red is used for the Muslim artifacts.
Mixing these colors is a technique used throughout the book, and it works as a contrast

between emotions, where the blue color brings calmness to the image, while the red

35



represents stronger emotions (Sipe & Ghiso, 2005, p. 144). The image confirms how Malaka
struggles to navigate between the two beliefs and to choose one over the other. This struggle
also mirrors the conflict of choosing one parent over the other after the divorce. To show
respect for both parents, Malaka settles on a middle way, trying to follow and practice both
faiths. This is seen in the illustrations where she joins her father at the mosque while at

another time, she is portrayed with her mother going to church (p. 46).

4.4 Life During High School

4.4.1 Mixed Identity

In the memoir, Malaka encounters several challenges due to her mixed identity, being a
second-generation immigrant, living in a dominant American culture while maneuvering a
set of multiple identities. Malaka’s identity issues become more prominent during high
school in line with Eriksson and Marcia’s identity formation theories and Phinney’s ethnic
identity development theory. Malaka is in this phase of her life, clearly in search of who she
is, manifested in her struggles to answer the “WHAT ARE YOU”-question immediately (p.
67), a question asked by one of her Filipino peers (p. 67). The page shows a confused Malaka
who tries to find a suitable answer that will include all aspects of her ethnic identity. She
acknowledges how she grew up with her Filipino family and eats rice daily. In addition, she
went to a Catholic school, which is a significant marker of Filipino identity. She supplements
with how her father lives in Egypt, making her spend her summers there. Before Malaka
points to how she is acquainted with the Arabic and Tagalog languages, she suggests she
belongs to both cultural groups. This is written in large capital letters and underscored. In
addition to that, it is followed by a question mark. This orthography underlines the importance
of the answer, in addition to the insecurity linked to it. Malaka continues her reasoning by
concluding with how she feels more Filipino since she grew up with her Filipino family (p.

67).

During her high school years, Malaka encountered challenges regarding her identity
construction. Despite attending the multicultural school and Malaka being used to navigate
among different ethnicities, she feels like part of a minority. She is insecure about her
belonging because of her mixed identity. This is portrayed in the “SOCIAL MAP OF
CERRITOS HIGH" divided into groups such as “MEXICAN PUNKS,” “KOREAN GIRLS
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FROM KOREA,” “FILIPINO ATHLETES,” etc. (p. 79), suggesting how people are grouped
based on both ethnicity and shared interests. The viewer’s perspective is applied from a high
angle (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p.140) so that Malaka’s face looks very small, showing a
confused and anxious facial expression that conveys her sense of not belonging to any group.
However, she is seen close to a group of Filipino dancers and Filipino athletes (p. 79),
underscoring her Filipino ethnicity. On the next page, Malaka reflects on Filipino and
Egyptian traits and wonders if she would blend in more quickly if she looked more Filipino
(p. 80). This was the case for her half-sister Min-Min, whose parents are Filipinos and who
found her friends primarily based on ethnicity. This is portrayed in a photo of her, where
Malaka claims that “SHE ATE LUNCH WITH THE FILIPINO HIP-HOP KIDS, JOINED
THE FILIPINO CLUB, AND DATED FILIPINO GUYS” (p. 80). However, Malaka finds her
friends, who all have different ethnic backgrounds, based on having common interests such as
music, skateboarding, and graffiti (p. 81). This aligns with Eriksson’s theories on the identity
formation process, where adolescents search for sameness among their peers and group with
people with the same interests (1968, p. 136). Even though these years carry a lot of confusion
for Malaka, she reaches the end of high school and is accredited with being “THE MOST
UNIQUE” in the high school yearbook (p. 82), which Malaka seems very satisfied with. This
also shows that Malaka is adopting a more Western mindset, as individualistic cultures like

the U.S. encourage striving for uniqueness in terms of pursuing their own goals (Markus &

Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 2001, in David, 2013, p. 107).

4.4.2 Religious Identity

The way the Filipino and American cultures influence Malaka as she grows up is further
shown when she is on holiday in Egypt and brings her skateboard to Kairo. Here, she is seen
wearing a visor, stating to her stepmother Hala how this is part of the skater outfit (p. 56).
Knowing the customs in her own country, her stepmother warns Malaka and asks her if she
does not have anything else to wear. Malaka replies that the visor is part of the skater's outfit
(p. 56). This shows how Malaka, at that time, is acting like a typical American teenager
interested in skateboarding. While skating, she receives comments from locals who think this
is very inappropriate behavior for a girl and a shameful act (p. 56). This indicates how she is
unaware of the gender roles that are prominent in the Islamic faith and Egyptian culture,
implying that she has developed a more Westernized way of living than what is acceptable in

Egypt. The issue with clothing is also seen after Malaka has finished high school and returns
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to Egypt to attend a wedding. Not knowing the dress code, she wears an inappropriate dress
with bare shoulders. This is corrected by someone at the wedding who gives her a shawl to
put on (pp. 59-60). This incident again emphasizes how she has adopted a Western mindset
and is unaware of the appropriate dress code in Egyptian culture and the Islamic faith. Even
though Malaka is brought up as both a Muslim and a Catholic, and both religions have dress
codes that apply to specific events, she still identifies with the less restrictive Catholic dress

code that is more prominent in the U.S.

4.4.3 Popular Culture Influences on Identity - Whiteness

American pop culture continues to impact Malaka’s identity construction during her teenage
years. Malaka is then heavily influenced by the life of Felicity, a white American girl who is
the main character of the TV series with the same name. Inspired by this, Malaka longs to
“hang out” with white people and be white herself. However, in Cerritos High, most students
are not (p. 69). Using popular culture to construct a white identity reveals an insecurity within
Malaka regarding her cultural background, which she views as less favorable than the
majority group, by which she longs to be accepted. This desire is highlighted when Malaka, a
16-year-old, claims that being white is much better than “WHATEVER THE HELL I WAS”
(p. 71). Malaka concludes by claiming: “HOW THEY’RE REAL AMERICANS” (p. 71).
This implies that Malaka thinks being white will increase the chances of achieving the
American Dream, with material possessions, being rich, and having “CLEAN, HUGE,
PERFECT HOUSES” (p. 71). As the presence of white Americans dominates popular culture
and the TV series Malaka consumes, it gives the impression that their way of life is the norm,
which influences how Malaka views herself and who she wants to be. According to her, white

guys are more attractive and dress better, implying an extensive idealization of white people.

Interestingly, this idealization of white people is also seen in Malaka’s mother, who gasps
when white people enter a restaurant (p. 72). Likewise, when Malaka tries on a dress, her
mother tells her how she was inspired to buy it because she saw it on a white woman (p. 72).
This reveals how the mother wishes she was white, thinking white people have better taste
and style. The mother’s idealization of whiteness may be explained by the Philippines’
colonial past, where American people dominated the islands and forced American culture and
values on the Philippine people (David, 2013, p. 43). David’s argument draws on how the
American occupation of the Philippines affected the local’s self-perception, resulting in the

idealization of the American culture and the devaluation of their own (2013, p. 43).
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A preference for a white majority culture aligns with Phinney’s thoughts on a possible white
identification among members from minority cultures that may occur in stage two of the
ethnic identity development model (Phinney, 1996, pp. 146-147). In this stage, the minority
group will suppress their cultural identity and instead strive to identify with the majority
culture (Samovar et al., p. 256). This is illustrated in the story, where Malaka is perceived by
her high school peers as a “POSER” and “WHITEWASHED” (p. 73) because she is into
white pop culture and white boys. This creates much anxiety in Malaka, who lies awake at
night, feeling stressed about these accusations and how she is perceived (p. 73). In this panel,
Malaka is portrayed from an aerial perspective while she lies anxious in her bed. This is done
to give the impression that the character is vulnerable (see Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006,
p-140) and thus invites the reader to feel empathy with the character’s struggles. However, as
the image is a long shot where we can see Malaka’s whole figure, it implies a more objective
viewpoint (2015, p. 8). When moving on to the next page, there is a close-up of Malaka’s face
with a text on top of the page where her thoughts are written; “I WASN’T TRYING TO BE
WHITE. I MEAN JUST LOOK AT ME!” (p. 74). This more intimate perspective type invites
“the readers to form an emotional bond with a character” (Connors, 2015, p. 8) to a much
stronger degree than in the previous panel. In addition, the color red on Malaka’s t-shirt and
the pink on her face are effective colors when underscoring the emotional drama Malaka goes

through at this time.

Interestingly, the t-shirt Malaka is wearing has “PILIPPINAS” written on it, indicating her
strong affiliations with the Filipino community. However, she is not seen wearing this t-shirt
during daytime in school. Yet she wears a red shirt with either blue stars or stripes, suggesting
that she is trying to be perceived as a proud American who embraces the country’s values and

thus follows the American Dream.

4.5 Life During College

It is essential for Malaka’s family that she maintains her Filipino identity, which is seen in
how they supply her with Filipino artifacts such as a mini rice cooker, a little Virgin Mary
statue, and Filipino food such as sardines and SPAM (p. 89). These artifacts are packed in a
Balik-bayan box, a corrugated box typical among Filipinos to send home to their relatives
with goods from the country where they are staying. All these artifacts are explicit markers of
Malaka’s Filipino identity. Despite how her family stresses the importance of being Filipino,

her uncle Tito is lecturing Malaka at the dinner table on the importance of being exposed to
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white people in terms of learning more from them about how to “EAT LIKE THEM. DRESS
LIKE THEM. ACT LIKE THEM” (p. 88). According to her uncle, Malaka will, by acquiring
a behavior similar to ethnic white Americans, be prepared for “THE REAL WORLD” (p. 88).
By addressing the world of the majority culture as the real world, he points to the importance
for Malaka to know the behaviors and customs to succeed in the U.S. His statement regarding
this may be linked to his experience as an immigrant in the U.S. and the difficulties he has
had when adapting to a new country through experiences of discrimination, cultural clashes,
and the hardships of finding a job. By referring to the world of ethnic white Americans as “the
real world,” he reveals that he views life in the Filipino community as secondary to this, and
only having the knowledge of the cultural practices and behaviors in their community is not
sufficient when being among ethnic white Americans, and that this, in turn, will not lead to
the fulfillment of the American Dream. That the uncle’s words carry weight is seen through
how his speech dominates the whole page in a speech bubble bigger than Malaka, Min-Min,
and the mother together, all sitting by the table eating. The uncle also stands beside them,
resembling a manager talking to his employees (p. 88). According to Kress and van Lecuwen,
this is how angles can manipulate the viewers’ relation to the character and whether they view
the character as strong or weak (2006, p. 140). In this panel, a lower angle is applied where
the viewers and Malaka, the mother, and Min-Min look up at the uncle. At the same time, his
words occupy the page, indicating that the uncle is a powerful character that the family listens

to (see Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 140).

Malaka’s Filipino identity and her belonging to the Filipino community are demonstrated
when she needs financial help to attend college. Then, her family helps with money so she can
pursue her goals. This aligns with Filipino culture and traditions, where family members are
expected to help when other family members are in need. Because of receiving support from
her family, Malaka feels in debt to them following the Filipino value Utang na Loob
(gratitude), which influences her wider identity-forming choices, such as choosing her major
in college to please her family. According to them, there is a list of jobs, manifested in the
“PYRAMID OF ACCEPTABLE JOBS” (p. 87), including positions such as a doctor, nurse,
engineer, lawyer, etc., that Malaka can choose from. Because of listening to their opinions,
Malaka avoids following her genuine desire to study more creative subjects, and in this way,
her Filipino background influences her career choices. However, as Malaka’s identity changes
in college and she becomes more independent, she secretly adds journalism as her second

major (p. 87). Then, a more determined Malaka is portrayed, handing in her application at the
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registered office on campus while saying to herself, “TAKE THAT MOM?” (p. 87).

This indicates how Malaka has changed and sees the need to follow her passion and strive for
self-realization, an American value she has integrated after spending time with white people
in college. This development aligns with Marcia’s (1980) theories on the adolescent’s
decision-making process, showing how Malaka is making a choice regarding her career that is

more aligned with her transforming nature (p. 161).

Malaka dreams of living the same college life as Felicity and being surrounded by white
people, but she encounters challenges because of her cultural identity. These challenges
involve not having the same food at home, not knowing how to dress, and saying
inappropriate things to her peers. Malaka states over a double page how Syracuse differs
from Cerritos because the environment is less culturally diverse than she is used to, claiming
that “IT’S JUST LIKE FELICITY” (pp. 90-91). However, living the dream life of her TV-
show heroine has somehow come true. Malaka’s facial expression reveals that she feels
uncomfortable with the situation because this new environment is so different from what she
is used to. Thus, she has trouble acting out her Filipino-Egyptian identity. Malaka admits that
she knows nothing about white people while reflecting on her previous knowledge based on a
stereotypical view from mass media and her family. This information does not help her when
interacting with her fellow students (p. 92). Malaka also experiences cultural clashes when
acting out parts of her Filipino identity, such as commenting on other people’s appearances,
which is common in Asian cultures, but is seen as rude and inappropriate among the students

in Syracuse who get upset when Malaka does that to them (p. 93).

4.5.1 Whiteness

Malaka starts constructing an identity similar to her peers to fit in and follows her uncle’s
advice on learning from white people. She goes to the gym and tries to be outgoing and
confident even though her speech shows that she is not as confident as she acts. This is shown
in the letters in Malaka’s speech bubble, where she says, “HI, HOW ARE YOU?” (p. 94).
Here, “HI” is written in zig-zag letters resembling a cracking voice, revealing her insecurity
and her trying to seem more confident than she is (p. 94). This is in line with how subtle
communication clues are “given off” unintentionally, which again will say something about
the state the interlocutor is in (Goffman, 2014, p. 12). Later, Malaka is presented as a paper
doll with different outfits over a double page, inviting the readers to dress her up (pp. 96-97).
She emphasizes her insecurity as she did not know how to dress in college (Gharib, 2022).
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There are different clothing styles, such as the “FRAT PARTY OUTFIT” and the
“BUSINESS SCHOOL OUTFIT” to choose from, in addition to accessories and artifacts that
she has seen other students have (pp. 96-97). Even though this period is portrayed with
humor, Malaka admits how she misses home and eating Filipino food (p. 99). This yearning
further underscores how she longs to act out other parts of her identity, claiming that she
misses being asked, “WHAT ARE YOU?” (p.102). Asking each other this question was
common practice in Cerritos and a way to explore and address people's different ethnicities
(Gharib, 2022). This type of questioning also implies that the people living in Cerritos shared
the same contextualization cues (See Gumperz, 1992, p. 232). In Syracuse, no one asks this
question, something Malaka misses as it invites conversations about and opportunities to

reveal and express aspects of her cultural heritage with others.

4.5.2 Mixed Identity

Due to missing home and wanting to be more aligned with her Filipino-Egyptian identity,
Malaka wonders if not her fellow students are interested in learning about aspects of her
culture, too. Here, she lists different cultural artifacts such as the Galabaya (Egyptian dress),
Pancit (Filipino food), and Tinikling (Filipino dance) (p.103). That these artifacts are
important to Malaka is underscored in the summarizing question, “MY CULTURE?!?”
(p-103) written in large orange letters in a thinking bubble (p. 103). This indicates the desire
for Malaka to integrate her mixed identity into her college life, showing her classmates more
sides of who she is. This stage in Malaka’s life leads to the rising point in the memoir, where
she takes back important practices of her culture, such as eating Filipino food. On the
following page, she is seen preparing a meal with sardines that she eats in her dorm room,
shouting, “FINALLY! SOME REAL FOOD!” (p. 104). In this stage, Malaka is experiencing
what Phinney refers to as the exploration phase, indicating how she immerses herself into her
different ethnicities and is engaged with - and has positive attitudes towards her ethnic
backgrounds (see Phinney, 1996, p. 147). Malaka is ready to share aspects of her culture and
invites her peers to participate. When she sits in her window eating sardines, she has the door
open so people can see parts of her culture. However, all her fellow students are not ready for
this, and some are seen running away (p.105) because they think the smell of the fish is too
intimidating. Some of the fish dishes in Filipino cuisine are known to be smelly among non-
Filipinos. This can be explained by them not being exposed to smell before implying cultural
differences and being a matter of individual preferences. The use of perspective here is

significant, where one sees two students running away from Malaka’s room. Here the
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students’ speech bubbles are centered in the middle, seeming much larger than Malaka, who
sits alone in her window, ready to share her culture. This underscores how Malaka, in this
context, feels small and alone. Something that makes the readers empathize with her and take

on her perspective in this situation.

4.6 Work-life, Early Adult-Life

When starting her work life in Washington, D.C., Malaka is once again surrounded by mostly
white people (p. 106), influencing how she constructs her identity as she wants to blend in.
This indicates that identity is a floating concept, constituted during communication, and
depends on whom you interact with (Hall et al., 2018, p. 115). Even though she has a picture
of her mother and herself at her office desk and a postcard on the wall with the text “from
EGYPT,” signaling to her colleagues that she has a Filipino-Egyptian heritage (p. 107), it is
difficult for her to display all aspects of her cultural identity when interacting with her
colleagues. This is particularly evident when it comes to the constant mispronunciation of her
name, where Malaka, in the beginning, is seen resigning to this and tries to ignore hearing that
her name is said incorrectly. She justifies this by claiming that she just “TRIED TO GO
WITH THE FLOW?” (p. 107) and is afraid that flagging her ethnicity will decrease her career
opportunities in terms of making it clearer that she is not white but has brown skin (pp. 107-
108). Because of this, she underplays her Filipino-Egyptian heritage and accepts the
mispronunciation of her name. However, at a later point, when a colleague does this, she gets
irritated and corrects her (p. 108). This indicates that she continues being in Phinney’s
exploration stage regarding an “increased awareness of racism” (1996, p. 147) and starts

standing more up for herself and making her ethnic identity more present in her work life.

As Malaka is occupied with the issue of discrimination against colored people, she continues
to explore this theme in the game “MICROAGGRESSIONS BINGO” (p. 111). In this game,
she presents a list of side comments that are unintentionally used to discriminate against
minority groups, such as “DO YOU NEED RICE WITH THAT?”, “YOU DON’T ACT LIKE
THEM” and “YOU DON’T LOOK ASIAN” (p. 111). The game is based on the same
principle as bingo and is about ticking off comments the player has received and then
gathering enough insults to get bingo. Reflecting on these comments is important for
Malaka’s future identity construction as it makes her ask the following questions: “WHAT’S
SO WRONG WITH BEING BROWN?!”, “WHY CAN’T I JUST BE MYSELF?” “AREN’T
I AMERICAN, TOO?” (p. 112). Having this inner dialogue results in her making a pledge to
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herself where she lists aspects of her ethnicity that are important to her such as pronouncing
her name correctly, to not hide her Tagalog accent, and stop pretending to like eating
sandwiches for lunch when she does not (p. 112). This development reveals that, from this
point, she sees the importance of incorporating and acting out her mixed identity as an adult.
It also shows the complexities that multicultural individuals encounter when navigating their
identities, as they may identify with different cultures simultaneously (Nakayama & Martin,

2010, p. 203).

4.6.1 Filipino Identity versus American Identity

In what follows, the focus will be on the influence of Malaka’s mother’s home country
because as Malaka grows up in a Filipino household and is influenced by Filipino culture
through her upbringing, she seems to have a stronger bond to the Filipino culture than the

Egyptian side of her.

While building up her work life in D.C., it is evident that Malaka is influenced by American
values, shown in her choice of not moving back to her Filipino family in Cerritos. Instead, she
focuses on her self-realization process and thus demonstrates a more individualistic value
system than her Filipino upbringing has included. That this is problematic is seen when her
Filipino family starts questioning her life choices, wanting her to move home and reminding
her of her responsibilities as a Filipino (pp. 117-119). Despite having incorporated a new set
of values, Malaka struggles with feelings of guilt about her choices and feels the pressure of
what she is expected to do as a Filipino, such as spend time with her family, help out with
favors, and support other family members financially, etc. (p. 119). As Malaka claims, in
Filipino culture, “THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS YOUR OWN LIFE. YOUR LIFE WAS
THE ONE WITH YOUR FAMILY”, which underlines the importance of family and explains
why Malaka feels guilty about not being present in her family’s lives (p. 120). In line with the
Filipino value Utang na loob (debt of the inner soul), she may feel she owes her family a lot
because of how they have helped her. Because of this, Malaka may feel she needs to
reciprocate and show gratitude to her Filipino family (see David, 2013, p. 108). These
conflicting issues are seen on the page where her mother and her brothers cook together. In
contrast, at the bottom of the page, Malaka sits alone in a flat in D.C., reflecting on how her
family moved to the USA to be together while she moved to another part of the country to
pursue her career (p. 121). Malaka explains that this was necessary for her to follow her

dreams and pursue the jobs her family was skeptical about (p. 122).
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4.6.2 Religious Identity

As an adult, Malaka does not seem to worry too much about whether she is a Muslim or a
Catholic. She shows a more liberal attitude towards the theme of religion and how she
constructs her religious identity. This is seen in her choice of partner, a Christian Southerner.
For Malaka, it is more important that he is interested in religion and values it rather than being
Muslim or Catholic (p. 132). However, this choice is not well received by her father, who is
upset if she does not marry a Muslim, it will shame him as a father, and he will be punished
by God (p. 135). As a result of this, Malaka feels caught between her father’s wish and her
own. Her father’s wish for her to marry a Muslim was uttered earlier during one of her
childhood holidays to Egypt. Then, her father used to initiate a game where he listed Muslim
and American names, juxtaposing these for Malaka to choose from. The right one would
always be the Muslim name, something Malaka, as a child, knew and thus answered the
Muslim name to please her father (pp. 124-125). However, as Malaka has adopted a more
individualistic worldview, which also applies to the choice of partner, marrying Darren is a
non-reversible decision for her. Instead, her father must learn to accept this, leading to them
not talking to each other for a month before he eventually accepts her choice (pp. 134-136).
Despite acknowledging Malaka’s choice and, on the surface, coming to terms with it, her
father still has conflicted views on her preferences. On the one hand, he wants to be at peace

with his daughter, whilst on the other, he still believes that God will punish him.

4.6.3 Marriage with Darren

In the marriage with Darren, Malaka’s cultural background is evident in how she constructs
her identity, which creates cultural clashes with Darren. It is common to host visiting family
members longer than anticipated, if needed, in line with Filipino traditions and customs.
However, this is not the case in American culture, and it frustrates Darren when this happens
often. In a panel, he is seen turning down a request from someone in Malaka’s family, which
upsets her, and she replies angrily on the phone, “SORRY. DARREN SAID YOU CAN’T
COME. BYE!” (p. 146). Another aspect of Malaka’s cultural background is that she must
visit her family and celebrate family events. These frequent visits become too much for
Darren, who reminds Malaka that they recently went there (p. 146). Malaka’s desire to attend
these events may be explained by her fear of losing the Filipino value Kapwa (both, fellow
being). As her Filipino community may not consider her a true Filipino if she does not attend
family events, and may think she shames her family and, in the worst-case scenario, may
exclude her from the community (see David, 2013, p. 118). Despite conflicts in their
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marriage, their relationship seems to function well, and Malaka focuses on the similarities
between Southerners, Filipinos, and Egyptians (p. 132). Throughout her early adult life,
Malaka has gradually become more secure about who she is and views it as essential to
include aspects of her cultural background. This is seen in how she cooks Filipino food for
Darren and teaches him cultural etiquette in Filipino and Arabic cultures and some basic
vocabulary. The memoir ends with the couple on a trip to Egypt, where Malaka reflects on
how she will bring her kids the next time and that they will know that “all this is a part of
them too” (p. 156). This indicates that Malaka has come to terms with her identity, accepted
who she is, and sees the importance of constructing an identity aligned with her cultural
heritage. Something she also seems ready to pass on to her future children. This type of
development suggests that she has, according to Phinney’s ethnic identity development
theory, reached an achieved ethnic identity and thus has settled on an acceptance of her
cultural heritage and upbringing. This further shows how she is positively involved in

Egyptian and Filipino culture (see Phinney, 1996, p. 147).

5. Didactic Implementation/discussion

5.1 Framework/ framing conditions

5.1.1 Time

The teaching project consists of a lesson plan with a duration of five weeks and includes ten
lessons, each lasting 90 minutes (Appendix 1). In this chapter, there will be a description of
the suggested target group that the project is aimed at. After that, the teaching plan, including
tasks and activities, will be elaborated on and further discussed regarding the extent to which
they are suited to teach more in-depth about identity construction; one of the major themes in

I was their American Dream.

5.1.2 Target Groups

Regarding the complexity of the themes in I Was Their American Dream, demanding higher
reflection skills, the plan is most suitable for learners at upper secondary school.

This plan, in particular, is aimed at students in a VG2 class of English with a relatively
heterogeneous student group regarding ethnicity and level of mastery. The learners’ cultural
backgrounds must be considered in the planning of the teaching project, as not all students
may share the experience of navigating multiple cultural identities as the main character,
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Malaka, does. Despite the learners being used to reading and interpreting literature in English
in VG 1, they need to become more experienced with analyzing graphic novels. They must

thus be taught how to read this medium.

5.1.3 Learning Objectives

The teaching plan aims to teach more in-depth about identity construction and help the
learners understand how the main character constructs her identity throughout the memoir.
The students shall accordingly develop an understanding of how identity is a dynamic concept
that changes and evolves in the meeting with others and thus be able to give examples of this
by reflecting on both their own and Malakas’s experiences. Further, the students shall,
through studying the main character in different situations and stages in her life, be able to
explain how a character’s identity development is influenced by certain aspects such as
culture, family, friends, and religion. Moreover, the learners shall understand and be able to
give examples of how a culture’s values may shape a person’s identity development, such as

the values linked to the American dream and what it means to be American.

After studying how the main character develops and acts out her identity, the learners can
explain the difficulties of constructing a multicultural identity in the various spaces she
navigates. As a result, the learners shall develop an increased cultural awareness and thus get
a broader understanding of the complexities of migration and how multicultural individuals
construct their identities. Furthermore, the students will be able to understand the world of the
characters and empathize with their challenges. At the same time, they shall be able to look
inward and reflect upon their own identities and how they construct them in the different
situations they navigate. By acquiring these skills, the learners can reach the desired window-

mirror effect that multicultural literature should have in the ESL classroom.
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5.2 Didactic Approach

5.2.1 Lesson 1

The lesson starts with a warm-up activity to the project where the learners reflect on who they
are, applying a visual thinking map (Appendix 2), where they reflect on and fill in
characteristics of themselves within the following categories: with their parents, their teacher,
their friends, and on social media. Afterward, the learners share their insights and thoughts in
pairs and reflect upon whether they are the same within each category or if they differ, and, if
so, why they think they are doing so. Are there some parts of their identity that they show to
only their friends and some they only show to their parents, etc.? The learners share their
insights afterward and participate in a teacher-led discussion. This task is done to create
curiosity among the learners for the reading of the graphic novel, ease their understanding of

identity, and open them up to the book's central themes.

In the next task, the learners are asked to study the book’s cover that will be displayed on the
classroom's smartboard (Appendix 3). Here, the learners are asked to predict what the book is
about based on the title and the illustration on the front page. When looking at the illustration,
the teacher will apply the visual thinking strategy, which implies that while viewing the
image, the learners will answer the following questions: “What is happening in this picture?
What do you see that makes you say that? What else do you see?” (McClanahan &
Nottingham, 2019, p. 46). In this way, the students will immediately get used to the
importance of studying the images to look for clues. Followingly, they will be guided into
making predictions about the book by linking the image and title. Eventually, the book’s back
page will be viewed, showing an extract from the memoir where Malaka is asked what she is
(Gharib, 2019, p. 67). Here, the learners are invited to apply the same questions as when they
studied the front page, but they will also be guided to look at how the words add meaning to
the images. The learners are ready to continue working on the project after this activity. It will
be natural to briefly explain Malaka’s background as a second-generation immigrant in the

U.S., having parents from Egypt and the Philippines who migrated to the U.S. in the 1980s.

To make the learning more student-centered, the learners are divided into groups of four
where they are asked to: 1. find information on the Internet about what a
memoir/autobiography is and 2. find information about the graphic novel / Was Their
American Dream and what it is about. By working with this task, the students will become
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familiar with the book and its content and learn more about the genre. The students’ findings
will be summarized in a teacher-led classroom discussion before the learners will read chapter

one. Those who cannot finish the chapter will read the rest at home.

5.2.2 Lesson 2

In the second lesson, the students have read the chapter about the parents’ American dream.
The learners will, in pairs, discuss questions about the chapter (Appendix 4). The questions
aim to make them reflect on the notion of the American Dream, the parents’ American
Dream, and what this implies for Malaka. Afterward, the learners’ insights will be shared in a
teacher-led classroom discussion to make them reflect on the pressure the parents’ dream puts
on Malaka and on whether children of migrant parents feel extra pressure to do well and, if so,
why. Eventually, the learners will, in groups of three, study images (Appendix 5), learning
how to search for clues that underpin the meaning of the panel. Here, the group is asked to
carry out an image analysis of the parents at the supermarket (Gharib, 2019, pp. 20-21). The
other image they will analyze is the one of the parents’ American Dream with a presentation
of artifacts resembling material goods that they think are the answer to this dream (2019, p.
22). When analyzing the images, the learners will use Burmark’s guiding questions to
“unpack the images,” which means developing the ability to recognize the hidden or intended
messages of the image (Burmark, 2008, p. 21). To be able to do so, the learners need to be
trained to ask some specific questions. Burmark suggests applying the following ones: “Why
did the image creator choose the particular framing of this image? What is the mood of the
image? Does the image reflect common societal mores, or does it reflect a uniquely personal

value system? How does the image make you feel?” (2008, p. 22).

After finishing the analysis, the same group of three will continue working together, where
two of the members will look at either the mother’s or the father’s perception of the American
dream and find proof for their interpretations of this in the chapter to validate their arguments.
The third student will examine Malaka and how her parents” American Dream influences her.
Later, they will present the findings and co-write a text summarizing their main findings. This
activity is applied to train the learners to search the text for clues that support central themes,
in addition to learning how to reflect together and construct a common understanding of what
they have read. To finish this lesson, the teacher will provide a short summary focusing on

what they have learned. As a take-home assignment, the learners will read chapter two.
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5.2.3 Lesson 3

In the third lesson, the learners will continue learning about identity construction. The class
starts with a short summary of the last lesson on the notion of the American Dream to engage
everyone on the project and activate previous knowledge. Then, the learners will be engaged
in a group discussion about what they have read in chapter two (Appendix 6). They will
discuss questions to make them reflect on Malaka’s childhood and what they think has shaped
her identity.

In the next task, the learners will either create a cartoon in Cartoonist on the learning platform
Creaza (2023) or draw a cartoon, developing their characters if they feel comfortable with
drawing themselves. In this task, they can choose between 1. Making a cartoon about an event
or an influence that has been crucial to how they have developed their identity and influenced
who they are today, or 2. Making a cartoon about a situation in which it was challenging to be
themselves fully and explain what happened. The teacher will show a chart of facial
expressions, the use of perspective (Appendix 7) and present cartoon effects such as speech
bubbles etc. on the smartboard so they will have a set of tools to apply when making their
cartoon. Then, the learners will start working individually on the task by brainstorming ideas
about a situation/event they want to use before planning a script. They will finish the task as a

take-home assignment and bring it to the next lesson.

Creating a cartoon aims to make the learners structure their thoughts and reflections into a
graphic narrative. Providing learners with auto-ethnographic and reflective assignments is,
according to King (2015), beneficial in providing an arena for them to examine and thus
create a deeper understanding of their own identities (p. 3). When making a graphic narrative,
the learners will be “engaged in a process of meaning making” (p. 17), which according to
King, facilitates for the learners to take part “in literacy practices that lead to the development
of the multiliteracies skills that are important for life in the 21st century” (p. 17). Another
beneficial factor is that they, through their reflections, can empathize with Malaka’s struggle
with developing her identity and understand the struggles she encounters and thus take on her
perspective. Finally, the learners will better understand the cartoon medium as both readers
and creators. According to Connors (2015), this will help develop the learners’ analytical
frameworks and facilitate acquiring a meta-language they can apply when studying and

interpreting graphic novels (p. 14).
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5.2.4 Lesson 4

In the fourth lesson, the learners will show their tasks in groups and explain their chosen
situation. They will reflect on what has influenced how they have developed their identities or
talk about what was difficult in the situation where it was difficult to be themselves. The
students are encouraged to ask follow-up questions about each other’s presentations.

The focus is to lift their conversations about identities and guide the students to reflect on how
identities constantly change depending on whom they interact with. In addition, students can
explore how identities are formed by the influence of external constellations such as family,
culture, and religion and how this influences the individuals’ identity development.

To facilitate the learners with forming this knowledge, it will be essential to show Malaka’s
identity development process and how she struggles with being her genuine self. The teacher

will summarize the students' insights and experiences to finish this task.

In the next task, the teacher will read aloud chapter three when Malaka is on holiday in Egypt.
A read-aloud is described by Morrison and Wlodarczyk (2009) as an instructional process
where the teacher reads the text out loud and applies “variations in pitch, tone, pace, volume,
pauses, eye contact, questions, and comments to produce a fluent and enjoyable delivery” (p.
111). According to Morrison and Woldarczyk (2009), a read-aloud has a huge potential when
it comes to the learners’ reading development (p. 111) because it increases the learners’
knowledge about “text structure, book language, written conventions, and the social behavior
that accompanies reading” (Klesius & Griffith, 1996, p. 559). Another beneficial outcome of a
read-aloud is that it ensures that all students have taken part in the same material and
contributes to a shared reading experience, which may increase a sense of unity within the

class.

After reading, the learners will work individually with written reflection questions (Appendix
8) and studying panels that they will hand to the teacher on the platform Its learning. The
questions aim to make the learners reflect on how Malaka acts out her identity in Egypt and
the challenges she encounters because of her cultural background. It is also a goal to make the
learners reflect on issues regarding religion and gender roles and how these influence
Malaka’s opportunities to act out her identity. After finishing this task, there will be a short
sum-up by the teacher of what the students have learned to ensure everyone is on the right

track.
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5.2.5 Lesson §

In lesson five, the learners will reflect on how Malaka constructs her identity in high school.
As a starter, the learners will watch a short video about Felicity, the TV show heroine that
Malaka admires. Before watching the video, the students will be informed that Felicity was a
popular series in the 90s that many Americans watched and thus were influenced by. After
seeing the video, the learners will discuss questions (Appendix 9) in pairs to reflect on how
popular culture can influence people’s identity development. In addition, it will be necessary
to make the learners aware of how the media presents a stereotypical view of society. The
learners' answers will be summarized in a teacher-led discussion before they watch a video
where the author, Malaka Gharib, holds a speech about her process of making a book about
her culture and upbringing. Using this video will give the learners a deeper understanding of
Malaka Gharib as a writer and illustrator of the book and someone who also has experienced

the portrayed events.

In this presentation, Malaka Gharib reads chapter four aloud, which the students will listen to.
Afterward, she shares insights into her struggles with having a multicultural identity and her
desire to be white, concluding that there are many ways of being American today. From this
vantage point, the learners will discuss questions in groups intended to reflect on how Malaka,
the protagonist in the book, developed her identity in high school and the struggles she
encounters. They will be studying the panels where she is accused of being a poser because of
liking “white people stuff” (Gharib, 2019, pp. 72-73). Then, they will look at the perspective
and its application to make the readers empathize with the main character (2019, pp. 73-74).
Finally, they will discuss what Malaka means by saying that “there are many ways of being
American” (Gharib, 2022). The lesson ends with a short sum-up by the teacher of the
students' answers, linking these to the learners’ world by making them reflect on whether

there are many ways of being Norwegian, too.

5.2.6 Lesson 6

In the sixth lesson, the focus is on how identity develops in the meeting with others. As the
learners have read chapter four about Malaka’s time in high school, the learners will now
study how she acts out and develops her identity. The lesson starts with a warm-up activity
where the learners circulate in the classroom, asking each other questions and collecting
signatures (Appendix 10). The questions aim to make the learners reflect on how they, at this

age, may be very similar and often like the same type of clothes, music, etc. To ensure they
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are talking to everyone and not only their best friends, they need to collect the signature of the
person they talk to, who signs after answering the question. After the learners have finished
this task, there will be a short sum-up of the teacher to make them reflect on similarities and
how these may influence how they shape their identities. The learners’ reflections will further
be linked to Malaka, where they are encouraged to draw parallels from their lives to Malaka’s

at that age.

Following this activity, there will be a teacher-oriented session with a PowerPoint
presentation about identity in the meeting with others explaining the theories of Goffman
(2014), Tracy and Robles (2013), and Gumperz (1992). This presentation aims to make the
learners aware of how people, when interacting with each other, give off clues, intentionally
and unintentionally, of who they are, what they are feeling, and their cultural and class
background. This will further be linked to Malaka’s interaction with others, guiding the
learners to see how Malaka gives off clues. Relevant examples from the book are applied to
show this, such as when Malaka, in college, pretends to be more confident than she is, which
is revealed by her cracking voice when she speaks (Gharib, 2019, p. 94). Another example is
how Malaka has been ascribed an identity as a poser in high school because she likes “white
people's stuff” (2019, pp. 72-73). In addition to the “what are you” question, Malaka asks
people whom she encounters who have ethnicities other than ethnic Americans (2019, p. 115)
(Appendix 11). The aim of showing these panels is to make the learners aware of how Malaka
gives clues about her identity, emotional state, and cultural background through her

interaction with others.

After this, the teacher will briefly explain to the learners how teenagers go through a period of
exploration, trying to find out who they are. Thus, theories by Erikson (1968) and

Marica (1980) on ego identity development should be mentioned. These will be linked to
Malaka’s development as an adolescent and her ethnic identity, and thus, look more in-
depthly at how she goes through a process of developing her ethnic identity too. Thus,
Phinney’s ethnic identity development model (1996) will be explained to the learners. This is
done to make the learners aware of how someone with a multicultural identity undergoes an
extra development phase in addition to the ones everyone goes through. After the
presentation, the learners will read chapter five in class. When finished, they will answer

discussion questions (Appendix 12) in the chapter on IT’s Learning. The questions aim to
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make them reflect on Malaka’s identity development in college and her desire to blend in

means of being white. The learners will further study how she acts out her Filipino-Egyptian
identity and why it is difficult. To finish this task and ensure the learners have understood the
chapter, the teacher will summarize the students' answers and remind them of what they have

learned.

5.2.7 Lesson 7

In lesson seven, the students will continue working with the theme of identity in the meeting
with others and learning more about cultural artifacts. The teacher will start with a short sum-
up of the last lesson, asking the learners what they remember. Then, the learners will be
divided into groups where they will find out more about Egyptian and Filipino artifacts such
as Tinikling, Egyptian falafel, pancit, one of the seven wonders in the world, the Galabeya,
and Arabic written language (p. 103), in addition to other artifacts that are mentioned such as
SPAM and the Balikbayan box (p. 89). In the group, they will split the artifacts between them
and search the Internet for information about this, which they will write in a shared
PowerPoint presentation. At the end of the project work, the students will present their
findings to provide each other with cultural insights about Malaka’s culture and thus add a

deeper understanding of her background.

After this task, there will be a read-aloud of chapter six about Malaka’s early adult life and
her first job. The learners will afterward discuss questions in pairs (Appendix 13) to develop
an understanding of how Malaka acts out her identity at work and the challenges she
encounters in doing so. Another aim is to help the learners understand the reaction of
Malaka’s family when she does not move back and the obligations she feels towards her
family. This will be linked to the learners’ families and whether they have any responsibilities
or expectations from their families, similar to Malaka. The questions intend to make the
learners reflect on Uncle Tito’s saying about how Malaka needs to prepare for the real world
and how this influences how she acts out her identity. Eventually, the learners will look at the
microaggressions bingo game (Gharib, 2019, p. 111) and reflect on whether they recognize
any statements (Appendix 13). This is done as part of building a culturally responsive
classroom, aiming to help learners empathize with experiences of discrimination through
understanding the world of the characters (Louie, 2006, p. 439). After this task, the teacher

will give a short sum-up, inviting the students to share their insights and reflections.
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5.2.8 Lesson 8

In lesson eight, the teacher will start by summarizing what they worked with in the previous
lesson and asking the students what they remember. Then, the learners will read chapters
seven and eight in the classroom. After they have finished reading, they will answer a set of
discussion questions on ITs learning (2023), which they will share with the teacher afterwards
(Appendix 14). The questions aim to make the learners reflect on how Malaka acts out her
identity as an adult, her relationship with Darren, and whether she encounters any challenges.
Another aim of the questions is to raise the learners' awareness of how Phinney’s ethnic
identity development model can explain Malaka’s identity development. When finishing this
task, the learners are asked to do a reflection task in pairs where they will make a timeline
using Mindomo in Creaza (2023) of Malaka’s identity development from childhood to
adulthood and point to significant aspects that, in their opinion, influence how she acts out
and develops her identity. This activity is done to help the learners visualize how Malaka,
through a timespan, creates her identity in the meeting with others and through the different
cultures she encounters. Here, the learners can express their thoughts on how they have
understood Malaka’s identity development and list the concepts they think are most crucial to
her identity formation. When they have finished the timeline, it will be shared with the
teacher, who ends the lesson by summarizing the learners' answers and what they have

worked with in the lesson.

5.2.9 Lesson 9

In the ninth lesson, the learners will look more in-depth at how Malaka develops her identity
through different influences in the memoir. The lesson starts with a recap of relevant concepts
regarding identity construction that have been central during the project period. The learners
will be encouraged to share their insights after reading the book and ask questions about
aspects they are curious about. After this session, the learners will be divided into groups and
given one of the following aspects to study: religion, family, popular culture (i.e., the
influence of Felicity and pop music), whiteness, ethnicity, language, and gender. In the task
they will learn more about how Malaka is influenced by that particular aspect when
constructing her identity. The students are asked to find pertinent passages from the book to
back up their arguments. The group’s findings will be in a PowerPoint and will be shared with
the whole class. By implementing this activity, the learners are encouraged to analyze how
that aspect influences their identity and create an understanding of how certain factors
influence how Malaka constructs her identity. When participating in this analytic process, the
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learners discuss and find evidence for their interpretations, leading to a deeper understanding

of the theme of identity construction.

5.2.10 Lesson 10

In the tenth lesson, the groups will present their group work in a plenary session. As all
groups have been given one particular aspect, all their findings will contribute to a shared
understanding of what influences Malaka’s identity construction. With the teacher’s help, the
class will be encouraged to participate in discussions connected to each presentation, guiding
the whole class to a broader understanding of identity construction. A beneficial outcome of
this is that the students will be teaching each other and thus view themselves as active learners
in the way they share insights with the rest of the class. The last part of the lesson will be
dedicated to the students’ reflections and what they have learned about identity construction
and reading graphic novels (Appendix 15). These reflections will be shared in a video post on
Flip (2023), a shared video sharing platform where they can also see their fellow students’
answers. Before posting their video, they need to make a script, which they practice before
they post their final video. The learners will be assigned another fellow student to comment
on their post after the principle of two stars and a wish. In this way, they can see each other's
answers and reflections, which again will contribute to a deeper learning of identity

construction and the reading of graphic novels.

6. Summary and Conclusion

This thesis aimed to explore to what extent the graphic memoir I/ Was Their American Dream
could contribute to an understanding of identity construction in the ESL classroom.

Through a close analysis of the memoir and, in particular, studying how the main character,
Malaka, constructs her identity in different situations from childhood to early adulthood, the
memoir sheds light on and gives a deeper understanding of how a person with a multicultural
identity constructs and develops her identity. The memoir provides various situations where
the readers are exposed to the main character’s complex challenges in constructing and
navigating her multicultural identity. In addition, the memoir thoroughly portrays an
individual’s desire and longing to be accepted by the dominant mainstream culture, in this
case, as an ethnic white American. The analysis shows that the longing for “being white” and
being accepted by “white people” comes at the expense of her ethnic identity as a Filipino-
Egyptian-American, where Malaka, in several situations, is seen underplaying this part, in

particular when she enters her adolescence and early adulthood. Despite this, the memoir
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gives a unique portrayal of the main character’s ethnic identity development, where she, in the
end, is at peace with her multicultural identity and sees the importance of including aspects of

her multicultural upbringing when she is constructing her identity as an adult.

A teaching plan aimed at second-year upper secondary school students has been developed to
show how Malaka develops and constructs her identity in different situations and stages.
According to this plan, the learners will read and discuss the memoir to better understand the
American dream and how Malaka constructs her identity through the memoir. By gaining
insight into the complexities of identity construction, the learners will learn how people
develop and build their identities and understand the complexities of migration. By using /
Was Their American Dream (Gharib, 2019) in the ESL classroom, learners will be given an
insight into \ how their understanding of others is contextual, in addition to the window-mirror
effect, which will encourage the learners to reflect on themselves and how they live their

lives.

To conclude, through the theoretical framework, the close analysis, and the subsequent
teaching plan, it is demonstrated that / was their American Dream (Gharib, 2019) provides
excellent material for teaching adolescents explicitly about the complexities of identity

construction.
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Appendix 1:
Teaching plan

Teaching plan - I was their American Dream

Week 1
Lesson 1
2 x 45 minutes

Introduction of the project
Learning goal: Get familiar with the concept the American dream

Warm-up activity: Visual-thinking-map, reflection task on
identity (Appendix)

Share in pairs insights and thoughts: Am I the same? Why, why
not?

Sum-up insights in class

Information about the project

Pre-reading activities: reflect on the cover of the book
(Appendix) and predict what the book is about. Apply visual
thinking strategy.

Cultural insights: Students in groups of four find more info
about the author’s background.

Silent reading time of chapter 1.

Lesson 2
2 x 45 minutes

Learning goal: Learn more about identity construction

Students work in pairs with discussion questions from chapter 1
(Appendix)

Image analysis (Appendix images and questions)

Group work (groups of three)

Classroom discussion and sum-up

Continue working in the same group but new task: find out
more about the parents’ American dream

Sum-up

Homework: read chapter two. Write a summary on ITs
learning, share with teacher.

Week 2
Lesson 3
2 x 45 minutes

Learning goal: Learn more about identity construction

Sum-up of last week’s lessons and activate previous knowledge
Group discussion about questions about chapter two (appendix)
Share insights and thoughts in a classroom discussion

Present visual narrative task and criteria use Cartoonist (tell a
story and use the cartoon format) .

Present chart of facial expressions, the use of
perspective(appendix). Use the smartboard to draw basic
cartoon effects such as speech bubbles, thought bubbles etc.
Students brainstorm ideas and plan a script

Homework finish the visual narrative task
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Lesson 4

Learning goal: Identity construction, look at the different
situations the students have chosen and link them to identity
construction

Before the students show their presentation. Teacher instructs
them to ask follow-up questions on content and how they used
word and image to tell their stories.

The students show their tasks in groups asking follow-up
questions.

Sum-up

Read aloud (teacher reads) chapter three: Malaka in Egypt
Discussion questions how does she construct her identity there?
(written) (Appendix, questions and panel analysis)

Sum-up of the lesson

Week 3
Lesson 5
2 x 45 minutes

Learning goal: Learn how Malaka constructs her identity in high
school

Starter: Short video about Felicity

Reflection questions afterwards (Appendix)

Discuss in pairs, sum up in class.

Watch Malaka Gharib talk about her book and reading from
chapter 4:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pONRg8AgSyM
Discuss questions in groups (Appendix questions/panels)
Sum-up.

Lesson 6
2 x 45 minutes

college and get familiar with how identity develops in the meeting
with others

Learning goal: Learn how Malaka constructs her identity in

Starter: Finding autographs, students go around in the
classroom asking each other questions, collecting autographs
(Appendix)

Sum-up: Ask the learners if they found any similarities and
reflect with them why/why not.

Teacher-oriented teaching: Power point presentation: identity in
the meeting with others; Goffman, Tracy and Robles, Hall et
al.,)-link this to passages in the book.

Reflection questions (Appendix)

Continue power point presentation: Present Identity
development theory (Marcia and Eriksson) and ethnic identity
development (Phinney)

Reading of chapter 5: college

Discussion question: how does she construct her identity in
college? (image p. 104: “finally some real food”). Does she
change? Help them understand why she want to be white-
questions about this (Appendix)
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Sum-up

Lesson 7
Week 4

Learning goal: Learn more about identity in the meeting with
others and cultural artifacts

sum-up last lesson

Cultural insight task in groups. Examining the items: see the
list on p. 103 (such as SPAM, Balik-bayan box, pancit etc.).
Find out more and teach each other. The learners in the group
will pick one item from the teacher and make a short power
point presentation. Present in groups afterwards.

Read aloud chapter 6: early adult life.

Discussion questions (Appendix)

Sum-up

Lesson 8
2 x 45 minutes

Learning goal: Get familiar with how Malaka continues to
construct/develop her identity.

Sum-up last lesson

Read chapter 7: adult life (with Darren)

Discussion questions (Appendix)

Reflection task: Make a timeline in Mindomo, Creaza of
Malaka’s identity development and point on to the major
aspects that influences her identity development, point also to
why/how it does so.

Sum-up

Week 5
Lesson 9

2 x 45 minutes

Learning goal: Identity construction, look at how Malaka Gharib
constructs her identity through different influences in the memoir.

Start: Repeat relevant concepts and ideas regarding identity
construction, share insights or questions after finishing the
book in whole class

Introduction to the task

Group work: each group are assigned with an aspect of identity
to investigate: religion, family, popular culture( i.e the
influence of Felicity and pop music), whiteness, ethnicity,
language and gender, and are going to find out more about how
Malaka is influenced by that particular aspect when
constructing her identity.

Find pertinent passages from the book for the concepts you are
working with and back it up. Take notes and make a Power
point presentation, use images from the novel to support what
you are talking about.

The group presents their findings in the class afterwards.
Stimulate for classroom discussion on identity construction and
the challenges Malaka encounters because of having multiple
cultural identities.

Sum-up

Lesson 10

Learning goal: Continue working with group work, prepare for
presentation and individual reflection task.
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2 x 45 minutes

e The group presents their findings in the class afterwards
Stimulate for classroom discussion on identity construction and
the challenges Malaka encounters because of having multiple
cultural identities

e Reflection task what have they learned about identity
construction and reading graphic novels?
Here they make a Flip Video Post where they reflect about their
learning. Guiding questions and criteria (Appendix)
Flip: https://info.flip.com/

Total 10 lessons
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Appendix 2:
Visual Thinking Map
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Appendix 3:
the book’s cover

A GRAPHIC MEMOIR
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Appendix 4:
Lesson 2, chapter 1

1.

10.
11.

What do you learn about Malaka’s parents? Who are they and what is their cultural
background?

Why did they decide to leave their countries and migrate to the U.S.?

Would you say they are influenced by the American Dream and if so in what way?
How is their life when they arrive in the U.S. are they influenced by the American
Dream?

On page 20-22

the parents are described as a young immigrant couple on their way towards the
American Dream. What do these two panels say about their American Dream?

On page 6. we see Malaka in the car with her mother where the mother says very
clearly to Malaka that she must be better than them, something Malaka from an early
age is very aware of what means. In your opinion what kind of expectations are the
mother here talking about? When looking at Malaka’s facial expression, on p. 6-7 how
does she feel about this do you think?

What does Malaka learn from her parents as a child?

Why do you think the parents ended up divorcing each other?

In your opinion do you think they reach the American dream, why/why not?

On page 25 the parents admitted to Malaka in retrospect that the closest they were to
achieving the American dream was being married to each other. What does that say
about the American Dream? What does this mean?

Did their perception of it change? Why?
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Appendix S:

Images

* (Gharib, 2019)
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Perspective: Angles
Low angle: the person to the left
High angle: the person to the right
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Appendix 7: Lesson 3-chapter 2: Group discussion

1.
2.

10.

11.

12.

What influences how she develops and acts out her identity when Malaka grows up?
On page. 27, Malaka compares her Filipino-Egyptian family with a typical American
family that she sees on TV. How does Malaka’s family differ from the American
family?

In what way does media tend to portray stereotypical views of people and how they
live their lives- Would you say that this is a stereotypical view of an American
family? Explain why you think so.

What does the typical Norwegian family look like? Are there other ways of family
life in Norway, too? Give examples.

How does Malaka act when she is together with her family? Point to pages to back up
your meaning.

On page. 32 Malaka’s mother is seen staying up late fixing the children’s school
uniform, and Malaka is reflecting on how she has the life she has because of her
mother’s sacrifices. Why do you think the mother works so hard? Is this a way of
following the American Dream?

In the following panel, Malaka holds up her report card from school showing top
grades. Why do you think it is important for Malaka to get good grades and work
hard? (A way of following the American Dream?)

On page 33. Malaka lists different chores the “Perfect Filipino kid” is supposed to do.
When studying these chores, what do they say about what is expected in means of
living up to the standards of being the perfect Filipino kid?

In your opinion, are there any chores, or things that Norwegian children are expected
to do? Is this transferable to Norwegian culture? What do you think?

When Malaka is at school she is seen together with children with Filipino
background, however she does not completely blend in. In what way does she bond
with her peers and in what way does she differ? (p. 41).

Look at p. 42 where Malaka reflects upon the notion of religion, thinking “To me
nothing mixed me up more than religion.” As a child, she was taught two different
religious views and tries to follow and be both. How is Malaka seen trying to be a
Muslim, and how is she seen trying to be Catholic? Why is it difficult for Malaka to
practice both views?

Why do you think Malaka on p.44 when she is in Catholic school is asked: “What is

your Christian name”? How does that make Malaka feel?
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Appendix 8:
Lesson 4, chapter 3: Reflection questions about Malaka in Egypt.

. Look at page 48, which describes Malaka when she is on the plane to Egypt. What do
her clothing, other artifacts, and her body posture say about who she is?

How does Malaka act out her identity in Egypt in the meeting with the Egyptian
people? Does she encounter any challenges with who she is there, and if so, why?
. questions about religion and gender roles and study how this is manifested in the

situation where Malaka brings a skateboard to Egypt as a teenager (p. 56).

What does Malaka learn about Egyptian culture and customs when she is there during
her holidays? Point to pages.

On page 52, Malaka’s father insists Malaka is half-American and gives her a shirt with
an American flag. How does Malaka feel about this? Her father also wears a shirt with
USA on it, showing the American flag. Why do you think he wears this shirt, and what
does it say about him insisting on Malaka being American means?

May the father’s desire to confirm that Malaka is American indicate that she is part of
his American Dream? Why, why not? Explain.

Why does Malaka have problems with accepting her father's insistence on her being

American?
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Appendix 9:

Lesson 5, Part One: reflection questions about the Felicity video

1.

2
3.
4

Describe Felicity, who is she?

Did you get any special impressions of what you saw?

What does this clip from Felicity tell you about the values of American society?

In the memoir, Malaka shares that she admires Felicity a lot and wants to be like her.
Why do you think so? What does this say about how she views herself and her own
cultural upbringing?

Do you think it is important that a diverse group of people is represented in popular
culture and media? Explain your thoughts. In your opinion how does this work in the
TV series that you watch today? Reflect on the ethnicities on the main characters and

what roles they play?

Part two: discussion questions after watching Malaka’s presentation on YouTube

1.
2.
Se

10.

When Malaka is in high school, what influences how she develops her identity?

Who does she hang out with? Describe her interests.

Compare how Malaka finds her friends with how her sister Min-Min finds her friends.
In what way does this differ?

Reflect on how you found your friends. Do you have similar interests and
backgrounds? What makes you friends? Do you think the people you hang out with
are important to developing your identity and showing who you are? Look at the
saying: “Show me who your friends are, and I will show you who you are.” do you
agree or disagree with this saying? Why/why not? Explain.

Why was it difficult for Malaka to be herself in high school?

Malaka is accused of being whitewashed and, followingly, a poser. What is meant by
that? And how does Malaka react to that?

On page 73, you see an anxious Malaka, and on page 74 is a close-up of Malaka. What
do these portrayals say about Malaka's feelings about being called a poser?

On page 75, you see a list of labels. Why does the mother get upset when she is called
a “Fobby”?

On p.76, Malaka presents her own term of who she is. Describe what this is and why
do you think it is vital for her to make up that term.

As an adult, Malaka realizes that there are many ways of being American. What does

she mean by that?
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Appendix 10:

Finding autographs
Question Answer

What color is your jacket?

What type of style is your
jacket?

What music do you listen to?

What color are your shoes?

What color are your jeans?
What type of phone do you
have?

What TV series do you watch?
(Streaming sites)

What kind of apps do you use
(social media, games)?

Signature
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Appendix 11:

Panel analysis

1.Malaka in college pretending to be more confident than she is (p. 94)

| TRIED T0 BE MORE (uT(OING
AND CONFIDENT,

(Gharib, 2019)
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2. Malaka is ascribed an identity as a poser in high school (p. 72-73).
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3.The “What are you”- question ( p. 115).
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Appendix 12:

1. Lesson 6, reflection questions about challenges in communication part one of PP-

presentation.

1.

2.

Are there some situations in the memoir that show difficulties or challenges in
communication because of different cultural backgrounds? Find examples. What
happens? Why do you think it is challenging? Describe the interlocutors' different
backgrounds.

Choose one of the examples of such a situation and describe what happens. Look at

the facial expressions, body postures, gestures, or other relevant aspects.

2. Discussion questions after reading chapter five when Malaka is in college.

1.

How does Malaka act out her identity in college? Does she encounter any difficulties?
What happens? Why do you think so?

Before Malaka attends college, her uncle is on p.88, explaining the importance of
learning certain things from white people in a white school because, according to him,
this is the behavior she needs to succeed in the real world. What does the uncle mean
by that? Why do you think he says this? Do you think he has had some experience as
an immigrant making him say this?

Malaka reflects on how she feels she lives her college dream like her idol Felicity;
however, compared to Cerritos, she is now surrounded by only white people, which is
challenging for Malaka. Why do you think this is difficult for Malaka?

What does Malaka do to fit in with her college peers and act “whiter”?

What parts of her cultural background does she underplay to fit in among her college
peers?

At one point, Malaka realizes that she misses home; what exactly does she miss?
Explain

How does Malaka try to integrate her cultural background more in college after this?
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Appendix 13:

Discussion questions after reading Chapter 6, early adult life.

1. How does Malaka act out her identity at work?
Image analysis- Malaka’s office desk: How is her cultural background shown here?

Why does Malaka say: “Uncle Tito was right”? (p.106).

Sl ol

How does Malaka underplay her cultural background at work? What is her

explanation as to why she does that? in which situations is she seen doing that?

5. Does Malaka encounter any discrimination at work? Explain this and point to
examples.

6. What does Malaka say about being white? And how does she underplay her ethnicity?
Mention situations.

7. Study the Microaggressions bingo game (p. 111). Do you recognize any of these from
your life, or have you heard of any of them? Discuss.

8. How does Malaka’s family react when she does not move back? Why do you think so?

9. Why do you think Malaka feels bad about not moving back?

10. What is Malaka’s explanation as to why she does not move back? Do you feel any

obligations to your own family? Explain.
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Appendix 14:

1.Discussion questions after chapter 7 and 8.

1.

o~ BN

How does Malaka act out her identity together with Darren? Are there any challenges?
Come up with examples.

In your opinion has Malaka changed? If, why do you think so?

How does Malaka develop her ethnic identity through the different stages in her life?
Can you see a development when she is an adult? If so, why do you think so?

What part of her cultural background is important for Malaka to bring into her
relationship with Darren?

When Malaka and Darren is on holiday in Egypt, she say to her future children: “..and
they’ll know someday, somehow that all this is a part of them, too” (p. 156). What do
you think Malaka means by saying that? Explain.
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Appendix 15:
1. Reflection task.
Make a Flipgrid Post where you answer the following questions:
1. What have you learnt after reading and analyzing I was Their American Dream about
identity construction?
2. How may this knowledge be useful for you? Explain
3. In your opinion what is Malaka’s main difficulties when constructing her ethnic
identity? Why do you think so?
4. Malaka concludes in the memoir with how there are many ways of being American

today, what does she mean by that?

2. Criteria to the Flipgrid Post:

-Make a script with your answers

-Practice your speaking

-When you record your post, speak loud and clear and look straight into the camera when you
talk. Make a new recording if you are not satisfied.

-Make a comment on someone else’s post. Check the list of who you are assigned to. In the
comment be sure to follow up on your classmate’s reflections and share some of your own

thoughts.
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