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  Abstract 
This paper investigates Mulan in Disney's children's book, focusing on how the 
character is constructed in different social contexts and its implications for transla-
tion practices. Following a multimodal discourse analysis approach, this paper sur-
faces the implied values and ideologies in this children’s book by analyzing the 
ideational, interpersonal, and textual metafunctions of various modes. The findings 
suggest that while Chinese Mulan Ballad highlights the philosophy of patriarchy, a 
sense of collectivism, and restrained feminism, Disney’s Mulan is re-constructed to 
reflect ideas of individualism and feminism to cater to Western and global audi-
ences. It is suggested that competent translators need to be aware of various lin-
guistic resources (e.g., text, image space, etc.) potential for meaning-making and 
become sensitive to the hidden ideologies in the discourses. Importantly, translators 
may need to make critical decisions in the linguistic choices for effective commu-
nication under various institutional purposes and between cultures. 
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1. Introduction 

Inspired by the Chinese traditional legend, the film Mulan struck the world when it first appeared on the screen. 
Recently, the plot has been transcribed and streamlined to fit a bilingual children’s book, telling the heroic deed to 
children at bedtime and igniting their interest in learning English. One critical consideration, however, appears to be 
whether Disney’s interpretation faithfully reflects the Chinese version of Mulan Ballad. This paper will adopt a mul-
timodal discourse analysis approach to the children's book by Disney Company and attempt to reveal how Mulan is 
constructed in different social contexts. This will have important implications for translation practices in building 
and disseminating cultural icons. 

2. Background 

Most previous discussions have been centred on the film Mulan, claiming it is a profit-driven product hybridising 
both Chinese and American culture (Rudy, 2024). From a business perspective, the construction of the figure is 
initially intended to cater to the growing Western female market, the combination of exotic Chinese elements despite 
some anachronisms and dramatized plot extends to reach the international audience as well (Wang, 2022; Yin, 2013). 
On the other hand, many more studies have focused on semiotics, cultural communication, and transformed ideology 
(e.g., feminism and individualism) (also see Wiggins, 2019). Granted that the plot originated from a traditional story, 
Wang and Yeh (2005) claim that this film is a new form of cultural product deriving from both Eastern and Western 
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culture. However, it still remains controversial that this new form of production enhances or erodes the spirit of its 
original cultural heritage. By comparing with the Chinese traditional version of the Mulan Ballad, Zhongshun (1999) 
concludes a positive conformity while Yi (1999) argues that the Chinese history traditions, and character of Mulan 
have been presented improperly. In support of the latter view, Yin (2013) claims that Disney’s Mulan deprecates 
Chinese culture by subjecting her to a patriarchal and feudal system and reinforces individualism upheld by Western 
society (Djao, 2002). While it seems reasonable to specify, add, and alter the original work to enrich the personality 
of the character and dramatize the plot in the movie, the narrative in the children’s book should be made succinct and 
clear to fit the limited space and page, outlining the main thread of the story and exclude redundancy. Not surprisingly, 
the animated dragon and cricket, the romance between Mulan and Li-Shang, and the matchmaker episode in the 
movie have been removed. Therefore, we may have a better focus on the content of the story itself when analysing 
this children's book by Disney, digging deep into the essence and thoughts embedded in the text and images. 

3. Methodology 

The children's book of Mulan is a multimodal context, in which both images and text have been integrated to convey 
the story. According to Kress (2009, p. 54), the mode is “a socially shaped and culturally given resource for meaning-
making”. For example, text, images, gestures, and the like all have “potentials for meaning making” (ibid). In this 
sense, this storybook draws upon a “multiplicity of modes, all of which have the potential to contribute equally to 
meaning” (Jewitt et al., 2009, p. 81). Due to the lack of linguistic competence, children are more likely to rely on 
pictures to complement and assist textual comprehension, thus the reinforcement between picture and text supports 
the flow of the story. However, the choice of mode is not random and objective (Kress, 2009) but rather ideological 
to realize certain social functions (Jewitt et al., 2009). Therefore, the ‘interest’ behind the choice of text and image 
may express some shared social beliefs of Disney Company. For further discussion, this paper defines “ideology” as 
the “foundational beliefs that underlie the shared social representations of specific kinds of social groups” (Van Dijk, 
2006, p. 120). 

Further, modes are not isolated, but interconnected and complement each other in meaning. Under the definition 
of Bateman (2014), Mulan is an illustrated book, in which settings and storylines are introduced in the text while the 
accompanying pictures specify and add details to the text. Bateman (2014) categorizes these illustrations into two 
broad categories: elaboration (restate or clarify) and enhancement (provides information in relation to other clauses). 
The former provides details to information presented in the text while the latter provides additional information such 
as when and how. To have a comprehensive understanding of Disney’s Mulan, it is recommended to combine the 
literal meaning of the text and other semantic resources such as image, gesture, and gaze (Jewitt et al., 2009).  

Based on the theoretical framework of M.A.K. Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar (SFG), Multimodal Dis-
course Analysis (MDA) is considered one of the most influential approaches. This is a ‘bottom-up’ approach origi-
nated by O'Toole (1994) in analyzing pictures and figures in displayed arts and O'Halloran (2004) in exploring math-
ematical symbolism and images in mathematic texts (2008). Jones (2012) summarizes three stages in the approach 
from the micro level of describing the choice of semiotic signs, to the syntactic level of the realization of three 
metafunctions, namely ideational metafunction (i.e. representation of the scene in the book), interpersonal metafunc-
tion (i.e. enactment of relationship between the producer of book and its recipient), and textual metafunction (i.e. the 
organization of text and image), and finally to the creation of meaning in the context of culture. Therefore, this paper 
will first describe the text and images in the book, then analyze the three metafunctions to discover the intended 
meaning, and finally take a critical view towards the interpretation of Disney Company by comparing it with Mulan 
ballad, on which the book is based. 

4. Analysis 

The story is based on the Mulan ballad from Yuefu Shĳi [Collection of Music-Bureau Poems], which depicts Hua 
Mulan disguising herself as a man, serving the army for her father and triumphing over the battle against the northern 
nomadic troops. As a part of the globalization of English, this bilingual children’s book may be in response to the 
request to acquire the “social capital of China’s 21st-century modern citizen” (Bianco et al., 2009, p. 85). Due to the 
imbalanced development of English and Chinese, the English version has been simplified to avoid convoluted ex-
pressions when compared with the Chinese version. 
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4.1 Patriarchy vs. Egalitarianism 

Figure 1 is an excerpt from the book describing military recruitment in the beginning. The text in the marginal space, 
Chinese on the top left and English on the bottom right outlines the background of the attack from the north, the 
family background of Mulan, and Mulan’s worry. The picture gives an elaboration on the text. 

 
Figure 1. Military recruitment. 

4.1.1 Ideational Function 
The main participants in the picture are the family of Mulan and the bureaucrat who are interacting with one another 
in a kind of narrative. The gaze and gestures are most significant in the picture. The main vector is formed by the 
gaze of the bureaucrat towards Mulan’s family, with Mulan’s father looking worried but firmly, her grandma impo-
tently comforting Mulan with both hands holding her arm, and Mulan mournful and powerless with her eyes closed. 
In terms of gesture, the bureaucrat points his fingers at Mulan’s father who holds the army list on his chest from a 
higher position, representing the overwhelming feudal power. Also, the disproportionately portrayed open mouth of 
the bureaucrat is yelling at Mulan’s father, asking him to implement his pledge of allegiance to the country. 

4.1.2 Interpersonal Function 
None of the participants in the picture looks at the viewer, so the viewer takes the position of an outsider. The Mulan 
family is positioned at the left corner, closer to the reader, stimulating the empathy of the reader for their situation. 
This feeling is reinforced by the cyan and coarse wall in the background, making the feudal ruling class more ruthless 
by expropriating the only economic backbone of this impoverished family. The mass at a further distance looks 
concerned and doubtfully wondering how they will face this adversity. By contrast, the bureaucrat adopts a higher 
position by riding a horse. The flag on the upper right corner with a dragon, a symbol of imperial authority, legitimizes 
his power and behaviour. The scene meticulously outlines the conflict between the ruling class and the common 
citizens, nurturing the hatred of the feudalism within reader’s heart and foreshadowing the braveness of Mulan in the 
upcoming scene. 

4.1.3 Textual Function 
‘Reading paths on the page are constructed through the interaction between choices from the following sets of dis-
tinctions: centre and periphery, left and right, top and bottom’ (Baldry & Thibault, 2006, p. 81). In this picture, 
Mulan’s family and the bureaucrat are depicted in the foreground and thus most prominent element in the picture. 
Mulan’s family is positioned in the left quadrant of the picture, the quadrant of the ‘given’ information, while the 
bureaucrat occupies the upper right quadrant of the picture, where the ‘new’ information is given. The mass in the 
foreground is portrayed as periphery, creating an atmosphere of sorrow and empathy for the situation. The arrange-
ment of the picture is under the assumption that viewers will tend to read from left (old information) to right (new 
information) (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006), creating a certain degree of cohesion within the picture. 
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4.1.4 Ideology 
This page presents the powerless family of Mulan under the oppression from the bureaucracy in military recruitment. 
In the original Chinese version, there are only two lines ‘Father has no grown-up son, Mulan has no elder brother. I 
want to buy a saddle and horse and serve in the army in father’s place’ in describing the situation. Readers may hardly 
sense any reluctance to serve in the army and scary of feudal deterrence as depicted in the book. To be precise, there 
is no mention of the ruthlessness of feudalism or detailed description of the actual scene of military recruitment, but 
a neutral description of the family and Mulan’s active willingness to be recruited for her father. To understand the 
philosophy behind it, this paper may take a closer look at the specific context under Chinese political and historical 
conditions. The story happened in the Northern Wei (AD 386-AD 534), during which the emperor, Xiaowen, adopted 
the philosophy of Confucianism to educate his citizens, unify thoughts, and consolidate his power. One of the core 
values of Confucianism is the complete compliance to patriarchy, that is, offspring must take the filial duty to parents 
and this duty can be extended to the national patriotism since the country can be considered as parents of all citizens. 
In this sense, it seems easier to understand the reason why Mulan is doomed to take over her father’s position in the 
army without much description of her hesitation and braveness since this can be considered as an obligation rather 
than a heroic behaviour. Wang (2002) identifies a cluster of moral, social, and cultural factors which contribute to 
this filial and extended national duty and finds it in fact a one-way commitment. On the other hand, Disney’s story 
may try to establish a mutual love relation in accordance with egalitarianism in the previous page of an intimate 
conversation between Mulan and her father to help explain her motive. This intentional design is in line with the 
understanding of English (1992). Moreover, to further stimulate Mulan’s motivation, the dominant power of the 
ruling class is presented to show the irresistible force, which is not considered a necessity in the Chinese version. In 
sum, the different cultural backgrounds of the audience may have caused two different depictions in which Disney 
may strive to find common causes for better comprehension of Western audiences while the Chinese composer may 
assume this shared moral standard. 

4.2 Collectivism vs. Individualism 

This page describes Mulan dressed in armour, fighting against the enemy on the battlefield. The text in the corner 
describes the scene in which Mulan uses the ‘last’ rocket to create an avalanche to bury the enemy, saving her fellows 
and winning the battle. 

 
Figure 2. Battle against Shan-Yu. 
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4.2.1 Ideational Function 
The participants in this picture are Mulan and her enemy. On one hand, Mulan is in a larger volume indicating the 
main character in the picture. The fact that she is gazing directly towards the end of the torch approaching the fuse at 
the end of a giant racket signifies the significance of the rocket and this impression is enhanced by the accompanying 
text with the description of ‘last cannon’. Mulan looks firmly and tactical with a clenched fist, symbolizing the solid 
momentum of eliminating the enemy. On the other hand, readers can see Shan-Yu riding a horse with a sward in his 
hand dashing towards Mulan. His face is painted gray, a conventional colour used in China to depict the northern 
nomadic race, signalling the identity of the villain which is stereotyped through sustained historical disputes. The 
crowd behind Shan-Yu extends towards the end of the rolling snowy mountains, presenting the crisis they are facing. 

4.2.2 Interpersonal Function 
Still, there is no direct interaction between the participants and the viewer. The presented angle has deliberately 
excluded all other soldiers on Mulan’s side and the close shot of Mulan firing the last rocket to fight against the 
enemy, creates a sense of intimacy with Mulan and immerses readers in a tense atmosphere. However, the witty and 
tricky face of Mulan implies that she may save the day. The comparison between one person with the last rocket on 
one hand and a huge crowd of enemies on the other seems a strategic move to prepare for the climax to come. 

4.2.3 Textual Function 
Readers’ view is guided from left to right. On one hand, the left part of the picture recalls the ‘old’ information of the 
cruel battlefield against the northern nomadic enemy in the previous page and then leads viewers to the ‘new’ infor-
mation of Mulan getting ready to combat this severe crisis. Additionally, readers may move from the top of an ‘ideal’ 
setting of a giant snow-capped mountain to the ‘real’ setting of a cannon at the bottom aiming towards it. 

4.2.4 Ideology 
In this episode, the only figure Mulan utilizes her wisdom and courage to help her army win the battle. In the war 
record of Mulan in the Chinese legend, there is no description of her individualism in her distinguished service in the 
army. The only lines are ‘Northern gusts carry the rattle of army pots, chilly light shines on iron armour. Generals 
die in a hundred battles, stout soldiers return after ten years.’ Readers may find there is only a description of the cruel 
and severe battlefield and few soldiers surviving and returning with glory. In other words, the scene is portrayed as a 
collective effort rather than an individual contribution. In fact, the omission or even a deliberate design of avoidance 
of any description of personal achievement may be in line with the mainstream of Confucianism which centres on 
collectivism. This is not surprising if we consider the goal and function of discourse is to ‘maintain and legitimate 
the group dominance’ (Van Dijk, 1997). 

By contrast, Disney’s Mulan is constructed in a completely different social and cultural context. Along with its 
other characters, such as Aladdin, Peter Pan, and Simba in The Lion King, individualism seems to be the key theme 
in Disney’s animation. Artz (2004) concludes that Disney seems to cater its animated stars to the public interest of 
seeking individual gratification. The myth of individualism can be found not only in America but in some literature 
work in European countries as well. Even in contemporary China, the proverb ‘heroes make history’ clearly indicates 
the pursuit of individual success (Xu & Tian, 2013). In this way, the production of animated heroes/heroines serves 
the goal of satisfying the consumer demand of the globe in the modern time. To conclude, a distinction between the 
Chinese traditional version and Disney’s version is represented due to the different social settings, one in the Northern 
Wei (386-534) and the other in the modern time (2012), and different intensions behind the composers, with one 
aiming to create collectivism to stabilize feudalism and the other to propel individualism to conform to the taste of 
most people at that time. 

4.3 Heroic Female Image: A ‘Scarlet Letter’ vs. A Liberation of Feminism 

This page describes Mulan's return to the palace to receive her reward after the battle. The text briefly illustrates the 
plot in which Mulan refuses the job offered by the emperor and would like to return home to take care of her elderly 
parents. The sword from Shan-Yu and a gold medal are awarded to her as the recognition of her dedication to the 
country. 
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Figure 3. Reward from emperor. 

4.3.1 Ideational Function 
There are two participants on this page: the emperor and Mulan. The two figures gazed at each other, with the emperor 
from a higher level, representing the higher status and a male-dominated society. Mulan, on the other side, looks back 
into the emperor’s eyes with admiration and shyness. The gesture in the picture is important because the emperor is 
conferring the sword with two hands, which is seldom the case in the past since the eunuchs are normally responsible 
for passing the gift from the emperor to the addressee. Thus, the direct interaction in this scene seems to uphold 
Mulan’s heroic act at an unprecedented height. 

4.3.2 Interpersonal Function 
Contrary to the conventional sense of oppression of an emperor with absolute imperial power, viewers may have a 
sense of intimacy with the emperor who is depicted as a benevolent old man, and put aside the disrespect for Mulan 
disguising himself as a man. At the same time, readers may finally feel a sense of relief when Mulan decides to return 
home and stay away from war. The background colour has been changed to dark red, creating a warm environment, 
and this may symbolize the worship of Mulan as a courageous female. 

4.3.3 Textual Function 
The most prominent element may be the emperor in this case. The page guides viewers to look from the left of the 
emperor, or Tinazi, son of the heaven, passing the sword to Mulan on the right corner, and finally to the solemn 
marble stone stairs in the front of the Forbidden City. 

4.3.4 Ideology 
There is a significant temporal difference in regards to when Mulan is recognized as a female between Mulan's ballad 
and Disney’s version. In the former version, Mulan has not been discovered until she returns home at the end of the 
story. In that version, her companions are astonished when Mulan returns to her original look in the line ‘Travelling 
together for twelve years, they didn’t know Mulan was a girl’, which considers the female image as a ‘scarlet letter’ 
in a patriarchy society where male hold primary power, showing an obvious restraint of female heroism. However, 
in the latter one, Mulan is discovered to be a female just after the first fight against Shan-Yu’s army. From then on, 
all images of Mulan are depicted as a woman with her long hair resting on her shoulder. The time point in this case 
may somehow change the nature of the story. If Mulan has not been discovered before returning home, then it seems 
natural and reasonable that she is expected to fight as a great warrior and be rewarded afterwards. However, if her 
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identity is discovered in the first battle, then the subsequent events, such as fighting with her general Li-Shang and 
saving the emperor from Shan-Yu, may well reveal the acceptance and recognition of the fact that females are as 
capable as males. The participation of the emperor representing the top of Chinese hierarchical society in the final 
reward ceremony may well be interpreted as the legislation of gender equality. This intentional change clearly tries 
to provoke feminism and this may be Disney’s strategy to content its female audiences. By contrast, the core value 
of the Chinese ballad is in the last four lines, which can be summarized as ‘women have the same capability as men’. 
To conclude, this paper may agree that both versions try to convey that women and men have the same capabilities. 
However, compared with Chinese authors, Disney may present to such an extreme that feminism is accepted by the 
whole feudal system. 

5. Conclusion and Implications to Translation Practices 

This paper has mainly analysed three pages of the picture book by investigating three metafunctions and the under-
lying ideologies by comparing them with the traditional Mulan ballad. The findings support Van Dijk’s (2006) argu-
ment that institutional discourse is controlled by the elites of the dominant group in the society, thus revealing their 
shared ideologies. This paper further argues that the philosophy of patriarchy, a sense of collectivism, and restrained 
feminism have been weaved into the Chinese Mulan Ballad to serve the purpose of consolidating the male-dominated 
feudal dominion. By contrast, Disney Company may modify some exclusive cultural concepts and fashion the story 
with individualism and feminism in pursuit of customers’ better comprehension and satisfaction at the global level. 

The implications to translation practices are obvious in the following respects. Translation practices may not be 
limited by texts, but by other modes such as image, space, and layout all have the potential for meaning-making. This 
requires a translator to have a deeper understanding of a wide variety of linguistic resources in communication. 
Meanwhile, translators may need to be sensitive to the hidden or somewhat implicit ideologies embedded for more 
faithful translation practices. It is helpful for translators to acquire the theories and methodologies in the field of 
applied linguistics such as multimodal discourse analysis to be more competent. Skilful translators may need to make 
critical decisions in the translation process according to the target audience and the socio-cultural contexts for more 
effective communication. 
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Appendix 

Mulan ballad from Yuefu Shiji and Translation by Frankel, H. H. 

 Mulan ballad from Yuefu 
Shiji 

Translation by Frankel, H. H. 

Line 1 唧唧复唧唧， Tsiek tsiek and again tsiek tsiek, 
Line 2 木兰当户织。 Mu-lan weaves, facing the door. 
Line 3 不闻机杼声， You don't hear the shuttle's sound, 
Line 4 惟闻女叹息。 You only hear Daughter's sighs. 
Line 5 问女何所思， They ask Daughter who's in her heart, 
Line 6 问女何所忆。 They ask Daughter who's on her mind. 
Line 7 女亦无所思， No one is on Daughter's heart, 
Line 8 女亦无所忆。 No one is on Daughter's mind. 
Line 9 昨夜见军帖， Last night I saw the draft posters, 

Line 10 可汗大点兵。 The Khan is calling many troops. 
Line 11 军书十二卷， The army list is in twelve scrolls, 
Line 12 卷卷有爷名。 On every scroll there's Father's name. 
Line 13 阿爷无大儿， Father has no grown-up son, 
Line 14 木兰无长兄。 Mu-lan has no elder brother. 
Line 15 愿为市鞍马， I want to buy a saddle and horse, 
Line 16 从此替爷征。 And serve in the army in Father's place. 
Line 17 东市买骏马， In the East Market she buys a spirited horse, 
Line 18 西市买鞍鞯。 In the West Market she buys a saddle. 
Line 19 南市买辔头， In the South Market she buys a bridle, 
Line 20 北市买长鞭。 In the North Market she buys a long whip. 
Line 21 旦辞爷娘去， At dawn she takes leave of Father and Mother, 
Line 22 暮宿黄河边。 In the evening camps on the Yellow River's bank. 
Line 23 不闻爷娘唤女声， She doesn't hear the sound of Father and Mother calling, 
Line 24 但闻黄河流水鸣溅溅。 She only hears the Yellow River's flowing water cry tsien tsien. 
Line 25 旦辞黄河去， At dawn she takes leave of the Yellow River, 
Line 26 暮至黑山头。 In the evening she arrives at Black Mountain. 
Line 27 不闻爷娘唤女声， She doesn't hear the sound of Father and Mother calling, 
Line 28 但闻燕山胡骑鸣啾啾。 She only hears Mount Yen's nomad horses cry tsiu tsiu. 
Line 29 万里赴戎机， She goes ten thousand miles on the business of war, 
Line 30 关山度若飞。 She crosses passes and mountains like flying. 
Line 31 朔气传金柝， Northern gusts carry the rattle of army pots, 
Line 32 寒光照铁衣。 Chilly light shines on iron armor. 
Line 33 将军百战死， Generals die in a hundred battles, 
Line 34 壮士十年归。 Stout soldiers return after ten years. 
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Line 35 归来见天子， On her return she sees the Son of Heaven, 
Line 36 天子坐明堂。 The Son of Heaven sits in the Splendid Hall. 
Line 37 策勋十二转， He gives out promotions in twelve ranks, 
Line 38 赏赐百千强。 And prizes of a hundred thousand and more. 
Line 39 可汗问所欲， The Khan asks her what she desires, 
Line 40 木兰不用尚书郎。 Mu-lan has no use for a minister's post. 
Line 41 愿驰千里足， I wish to ride a swift mount, 
Line 42 送儿还故乡。 To take me back to my home. 
Line 43 爷娘闻女来， When Father and Mother hear Daughter is coming, 
Line 44 出郭相扶将。 They go outside the wall to meet her, leaning on each other. 
Line 45 阿姊闻妹来， When Elder Sister hears Younger Sister is coming, 
Line 46 当户理红妆。 She fixes her rouge, facing the door. 
Line 47 小弟闻姊来， When Little Brother hears Elder Sister is coming, 
Line 48 磨刀霍霍向猪羊。 He whets the knife, quick quick, for pig and sheep. 
Line 49 开我东阁门， I open the door to my east chamber, 
Line 50 坐我西阁床。 I sit on my couch in the west room. 
Line 51 脱我战时袍， I take off my wartime gown, 
Line 52 著我旧时裳。 And put on my old-time clothes. 
Line 53 当窗理云鬓， Facing the window she fixes her cloudlike hair, 
Line 54 对镜帖花黄。 Hanging up a mirror she dabs on yellow flower powder. 
Line 55 出门看火伴， She goes out the door and sees her comrades, 
Line 56 火伴皆惊忙。 Her comrades are all amazed and perplexed. 
Line 57 同行十二年， Traveling together for twelve years, 
Line 58 不知木兰是女郎。 They didn't know Mu-lan was a girl. 
Line 59 雄兔脚扑朔， "The he-hare's feet go hop and skip, 
Line 60 雌兔眼迷离； The she-hare's eyes are muddled and fuddled. 
Line 61 双兔傍地走， Two hares running side by side close to the ground, 
Line 62 安能辨我是雄雌？ How can they tell if I am he or she? 
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