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CHINESE CINDERELLA BY ADELINE YEH MAH 

Chinese Cinderella is an autobiographical text written by Adeline Yen 

Mah in 1999. Adeline Yeh Mah’s mother died giving birth to her and she 

became regarded as bad luck in the family. It is her “personal tale of 

childhood” and “The Secret Story of an Unwanted Daughter”. The 

autobiography’s purpose was to show comfort to children growing up in 

difficult circumstances by allowing “ten year old children to meet me in 

Shanghai, without actually having left their own homes in Sydney, Tokyo, 

London, Hong Kong or Los Angles”. This book was written to show 

Adeline Yeh Mah’s journey for acceptance and sense of self-worth. 

 

JOURNEY STATEMENTS 

 A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. 
 A diamond cannot be refined without chafing, nor a man perfected 
without trials. 

 The longing for love is a journey for acceptance. 

 

AOS: JOURNEYS – TEXTUAL FEATURES  

Chinese Cinderella: Adeline Yen Mah relates to the Area of Study through the 

human needs, social values and ideas which inform us about the purpose of 

journeys. Adeline allows us to see that even amongst the realm of hardship and 

tyranny we are able to astonish ourselves in that we discover even more about 

our path and ultimately ourselves. “When Adeline’s mother died giving birth to 

her, the family considered her bad luck and she was made unwanted all her life.” 

The book Chinese Cinderella is the story of Adeline’s struggle for acceptance 

and how she overcame the odds to prove her value. “They had tossed me aside 

like a piece of garbage”. Families usually offer affirmation, help and guidance. 

These are things that Adeline lack especially in her interaction with her parents 

thus being an unwanted daughter in both cultural and her physiological journey. 

"Orphan" Unaccepted
Educated 
Writer
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Obstacles such as cultural hindrances are found in the life of Adeline as her role 

model (Aunt Baba) is portrayed as insignificant. In Chinese cultural society an 

unmarried woman must follow the commands male head of the household thus 

also reducing her significance. Voice: The autobiography uses voice to represent 

the inner journey of Adeline as she embarks on the physical journey from an 

unwanted daughter to an independent woman. Her voice comes through vividly 

in her writing, which brings life as she unveils to us the raw feeling she felt, her 

level of uncertainty and confusion. “I was overwhelmed with horror. My whole 

world turned desolate.” Imagery: The term and title of Adeline Yeh Mah’s 

autobiography “Chinese Cinderella” is an image as it refers to the mythical 

Cinderella and her struggles throughout life. The image of Cinderella is portrayed 

through Adeline as she is neglected from within her own family. The brutality of 

her treatment is reflected in scene with her father on the plane in which her father 

neither remembers her given name nor her birth date. Adeline is a forgotten child 

to her father. “I am nothing. Less than nothing. A piece of garbage to be thrown 

out.” 

 

LINK WITH NEVER LET ME GO 

Both “Chinese Cinderella” and “Never Let Me Go” communicate their journeys 

through characters that lack genuine family. Kathy H in Never Let Me Go allows 

us to understand her thoughts and see into her struggles in finding meaning in her 

life. Likewise, the reader of Chinese Cinderella is made conscious of Adeline’s 

thoughts through use of dialogue and voice and because of it we are able to 

picture and interpret her journey of the lack of acceptance of them in the world. 

Also these texts deal with the concept of social values, culture and origin along 

its effect on the journeys we take. Adeline’s traditional Chinese heritage is 

important for her understanding of her life and her self-meaning. These cultural 

and social values have significant impact on the various aspects of her life 

showing where she has come from and why she acted in such a way in her 

struggle for acceptance. Similarly, Kathy, Ruth and Tommy’s upbringing in a 

domineered environment directs their route in life and they make decisions based 

on their understanding of life. The only difference is the destination taken by 

Adeline in contract to the Hailsham clones that accept their fate. In contrast 

Adeline and the Hailsham clones have similar starting points; it is Adeline’s 

continued efforts that see her escape her bounds and set a new direction in her 

life. 

 

PERSONAL REFLECTION  

The autobiography “Chinese Cinderella” allowed me to understand the 

importance of choices regardless of culture and environmental influences in 

taking directions in our life.  It reinforces that, even though we face mountainous 

obstacles and rejection from those so close, all routes has a destination which is 

able to transform my interpretation of the things around me and ultimately 

myself. 
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HOMECOMING (POEM) BY BRUCE DAWE 

"Homecoming" is an anti-war poem written by Australian poet Bruce Dawe in 

1968. It is featured in Dawe's book Sometimes Gladness: Collected Poems. 

"Homecoming" is an anti-war poem written about the Vietnam War. The poem 

describes the journey of repatriating and dealing with the dead from the war and 

returning them to their final resting place. The poem begins with, the bodies of 

dead soldiers being treated like rubbish, placed into plastic bags, tossed 

carelessly onto trucks and vehicles and still unidentified until they reach Saigon, 

where they are tagged and frozen like masses of meat. 

 

JOURNEY STATEMENTS 

 The search for truth only becomes apparent when confronted with it. 
 Death is only the beginning of life. 
 To seek true meaning is to ponder through struggles. 

 

AOS: JOURNEYS – TEXTUAL FEATURES  

Homecoming: The poem portrays the journey through war and the consequential 

devastations inflicted towards human beings. The War in Vietnam has been used 

as symbolism for destruction. Homecoming dramatizes the return of fallen 

Australian diggers from Vietnam. Bruce Dawe’s anti-war stance can be seen 

through many of his works but most notably in Homecoming as it reflected the 

sediment felt by most of the community at that time. The poem highlights 

physical and inner journeys and puts emphasis on the aftermath of conflicting 

directions as seen through a difference of ideology between Communism and 

Capitalism.  The phrase 'picking, bringing, rolling, and whining... them up' show 

the mental and physical journey as being repetitive, “All day, day after day”.  It 

shows the war’s psychological toll in the form of a difficult journey of 

repatriation. On a daily basis the dead soldiers are all tediously following the 

same custom and being treated in a rather frosty and unwelcome manner. 

Repetition: This technique is clearly found in Homecoming through the lines: “~ 

Struggle Death Home
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they’re bringing them home”, “they’re picking them up”, “they’re bringing them 

in”, “they’re zipping them up in green plastic bags”, “they’re tagging them now 

in Saigon”, “they’re giving them names...”, “they’re rolling them out of...” These 

words are repetitive; they are intended to improve the reader’s understanding of 

the journey faced by fallen soldiers along with creating visual imagination of the 

ruthless pace. The readers’ understanding of the soldiers’ flight through war and 

the end result of its devastation is the journey of their homecoming. 

 

LINK WITH NEVER LET ME GO 

Both “Homecoming” and “Never Let Me Go” demonstrate the journeys of life 

through its characters which ultimately experience death. Kathy H and the other 

clones in Never Let Me Go are all destined to complete their journey through 

death once their organs are all donated. Likewise, the poem Homecoming talks 

about the soldier’s unfortunate fate as in death as a consequence of the War in 

Vietnam which also has been caused by human faults in society. 

Also both these texts deal with the concept of the value of life and the subsequent 

impact relating to journeys undertaken. The soldier’s deployment to the frontline 

is acknowledgement of their awareness of the possible consequences. In the same 

way, the Hailsham clones are made aware of their predetermined fate through 

their “birth and upbringing” at Hailsham. This reception of function and 

influence of purpose shows the weight of these factors on our own journeys. 

 

PERSONAL REFLECTION  

Bruce Dawe’s poem “Homecoming” has allowed me to see the significance of 

purpose and fate in setting our personal journeys. It has emphasised that 

regardless of the hurdles and difficulties encountered, the tunnel always has an 

opening. All journeys have real meaning and are able transform the perspectives 

of society. The poem “Homecoming” also enabled me to ponder into my own 

destiny and open up my own journey into one that sees both the pros and cons of 

human nature.  
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FAMILY FOOTSTEPS – KWAKU (DOCUMENTARY) 

"Family Footsteps - Kwaku" is a documentary produced by ABC TV as 

edutainment genre in 2006. It features the 19yo Australian-Ghanaian Kwaku 

Adjei who is a nightclub-loving engineering student. “Family Footsteps” seeks to 

travel back to the homeland of a person to enable them to better understand 

themselves. “Kwaku is descended from the famous Ashanti people of Ghana”. 

Kwaku’s mother sends him to Ghana, in an attempt to teach him to better value 

his cultural heritage. When he arrives in Ghana he meets his ‘mentor’, Thomas. 

“Kwaku will spend two weeks living here with Thomas and his family, learning 

to live like an Ashanti.” His mother believes that he will have quite some 

difficulty but Kwaku is determined to prove her wrong. 

 

JOURNEY STATEMENTS 

 Settling down is the start of one’s nomadic cause. 
 Climb over one hill to find more mountains. 
 The blinds open from within as a result of journeys. 

 

AOS: JOURNEYS – TEXTUAL FEATURES 

The documentary of “Family Footsteps – Kwaku” ties in with Journeys as it 

informs us of the essence of taking journeys. Kwaku shows us that even that 

obstacles such as our own personal resistance may hinder us from embarking on 

journeys it will be an enriching experience for us. An example of this is once 

Kwaku returns to Melbourne he continues to seek out his culture through 

drumming lessons.  Kwaku emphasises a mental conflict where his own 

understanding of himself are challenged by the realities faced once he 

“discovers” his true background and also shows us that there is sometimes a 

necessity for both inner and physical journeys. Interviews: In “Family Footsteps” 

interviews play an important part for the episode as it gives insight regarding the 

people and details about their feelings and emotions. The interview with Kwaku 

before and after the journey to Ghana shows the differences and learning 

Melbourne: 
Place of 
Belonging

Ghana 
"Home"

Heritage 
and Culture
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experiences faced. Camera Techniques: The various camera techniques including 

wide-angle, close-up, eye-level and panning shots are done to emphasis the 

various movements especially the dancing and performances from Kwaku and 

Co. The close-up shots at the start of the dancing practice shows that Kwaku is 

uncoordinated in his dance moves. Through the progress of time, the later close-

up shots towards the end show that Kwaku has overcome his personal hindrance 

and is performing the dancing efficiently. Wide-angle and panning shots are also 

to used to show the changes in audience sizes symbolising that Kwaku has 

moved “up to the big time” in his quest for his culture. 

 

LINK WITH NEVER LET ME GO 

From both Ishiguro’s novel “Never Let Me Go” and the ABC’s “Family 

Footsteps – Kwaku” thoughts about journeys are illustrated through a central 

character whose feelings and dreams are offered to the audience. Kwaku’s 

personal inner and physical journey is made know through the use of techniques 

such as interviews throughout the episodes and also camera angles are used to 

emphasis his development in his quest for his culture. In the same way that Kathy 

H. narrates in ‘Never Let Me Go” she is in an interview with herself and thus we 

able allowed listening into the thoughts. Being Ghanaian for Kwaku is central for 

his appreciative of his life. Kathy’s unknown origin and upbringing at Hailsham 

leads her journey in life and makes strong influences on her decisions and 

acceptance of her fate. The journeys of both the Hailsham clones and Kwaku 

show that journeys affect our life and the future direction we seek. 

PERSONAL REFLECTION  

Through viewing the documentary “Family Footsteps – Kwaku” and 

reading “Never Let Me Go”, it has become more apparent that your 

cultural background and values in your upbringing may not alter a 

journey’s origin but leads to possible alterations to the route. It 

demonstrates that your origin affects your future but it is up to us if we 

accept it, get over ourselves and face up to our own inner and physical 

expedition to discover oneself. 


