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CONTEXT

CONTEXT

MY TAN was born in Oakland, California, in

1952. Her parents, both Chinese immigrants, lived

in various towns in California before eventually

settling in Santa Clara. When Tan was in her early
teens, her father and one of her brothers each died of a brain
tumor within months of each other. During this period, Tan
learned that her mother had been married before, in China.
Tan’s mother had divorced her first husband, who had been
abusive, and had fled China just before the Communist takeover
in 1949. She left behind three daughters, whom she would not
see again for nearly forty years.

After losing her husband and son, Tan’s mother moved her
family to Switzerland, where Tan finished high school. During
these years, mother and daughter argued about Tan’s college and
career plans. Tan eventually followed her boyfriend to San Jose
City College, where she earned a bachelor’s and a master’s de-
gree in English and linguistics, despite her mother’s wish that
she study medicine.

After Tan married her boyfriend, Louis DeMattei, she
began to pursue a Ph. D. in linguistics. She later abandoned the
program in order to work with developmentally disabled chil-
dren. Then she became a freelance business writer. Although
she was successful, she found writing for corporate executives
unfulfilling. She began to write fiction as a creative release.

Meanwhile, Tan’s mother was suffering from a serious ill-
ness, and Tan resolved to take a trip to China with her mother if
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W THE JOY LUCK CLUB

she recovered. In 1987, after her mother returned to health,
they traveled to China, where Tan’s mother was reunited with
her daughters and Tan met her half-sisters. The trip provided
Tan with a fresh perspective on her mother, and it served as the
key inspiration for her first book, The Joy Luck Club. Soon
after its publication in 1989, The Joy Luck Club gamered en-
thusiastic reviews, remaining on the New York Times best-seller
list for many months. It won both the National Book Award and
the L. A. Times Book Award in 1989.

Tan continues to publish popular works. In response to the
widely held opinion that she writes with a social aim—to portray
the Chinese American experience—Tan often emphasizes that
she writes first and foremost as an artist. She argues that her
bicultural upbringing is her work’s source of inspiration but not
its primary subject. Through her writing, Tan approaches issues
that are universally applicable to all groups of people. She ex-
plores themes of family and memory, as well as the conflicts of

culture that arise in so many American communities. g
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PLOT

PLOT OVERVIEW

HE JOY LUCK CLUB contains sixteen interwoven

stories about conflicts between Chinese immigrant

mothers and their American-raised daughters. The

book hinges on Jing-mei’s trip to China to meet her
half-sisters, twins Chwun Yu and Chwun Hwa. The half-sisters
remained behind in China because Jing-mei’s mother, Suyuan,
was forced to leave them on the roadside during her desperate
flight from Japan’s invasion of Kweilin during World War 1II.
Jing-mei was born to a different father years later, in America.
Suyuan intended to return to China for her other daughters, but
failed to find them before her death.

Jing-mei has taken her mother’s place playing mahjong in a
weekly gathering her mother had organized in China and revived
in San Francisco: the Joy Luck Club. The club’s other mem-
bers—Lindo, Ying-ying, and An-mei—are three of her moth-
er’s oldest friends and fellow immigrants. They tell Jing-mei
that just before Suyuan died, she had finally succeeded in lo-
cating the address of her lost daughters. The three women re-
peatedly urge Jing-mei to travel to China and tell her sisters
about their mother’s life. But Jing-mei wonders whether she is
capable of telling her mother’s story, and the three older women
fear that Jing-mei’s doubts may be justified. They fear that their
own daughters, like Jing-mei, may not know or appreciate the
stories of their mothers’ lives.

The novel is composed of four sections, each of which
contains four separate narratives. In the first four stories of the

book, the mothers, speaking in turn, recall with astonishing

5



78 - 5

CEAZE) BI6T 16 M BERREGDHEF, I
THATEBRGFFSE LB K K69 IJLZ E 8T
ek 58 o X B BLAE PUKy £ AL 452 L) B 7 WAL G
AR EARIEA KRR, BA, HEGTFLE X
PSR R ARE], B Ast ot Ake, skia o IUE A
e L, BFBAEEE, HIFESLFH M-I FAL
THE, FZARBALIS AN IL—F, —BE
T E, 12 H EH B AT, 4R A B,

A, EHEBRGRAS L, HE KRBT FERITKNE;
BINBREAEAWNEFTFEFRALY, HHL2LE X
eI TR, INARAREKRZ . FHE, ERLY
H A T A . #kik | FHIE | ZH ZARAR R B FER T
8 B A Fe A5 Rtk Ak, RS iFdh £ 00, AWK F X
BZAT, wBAEHEB] T KK, X 3
Ao A—FF, Btk ta T BAEFFHEE
RGBT, {edh AR et 62, A THEE T
FHFEHREF, MAX 3L PHFakdini, HEGE
BRART RGBT, WAl ek ILE 1k £ —
HLOTHRER T AR AR RN G L EFAKTE,

AR BLR 4G EAR, R EZXLEaIE4 A
B eGE, PP 1 aad 4 AEF, FENA
e F X, HHFRhEees g HFFZE




OVERVIEW

PLOT

Yl THE JOY LUCK CLUB

clarity their relationships with their own mothers, and they
worry that their daughters’ recollections of them will never
possess the same intensity. In the second section, these
daughters—Waverly, Jing-mei, Lena, and Rose—relate their
recollections of their childhood relationships with their mothers;
the great lucidity and force with which they tell their stories
proves their mothers” fears at least partially unfounded. In the
third group of stories, the four daughters narrate their adult
dilemmas — troubles in marriage and with their careers. Al-
though they believe that their mothers’ antiquated ideas do not
pertain to their own very American lifestyles, their search for
solutions inevitably brings them back to their relationships with
the older generation. In the final group of stories, the mothers
struggle to offer solutions and support to their daughters, in the
process learning more about themselves. Lindo recognizes
through her daughter Waverly that she has been irrevocably
changed by American culture. Ying-ying realizes that Lena has
unwittingly followed her passive example in her marriage to
Harold Livotny. An-mei realizes that Rose has not completely
understood the lessons she intended to teach her about faith and
hope.

Although Jing-mei fears that she cannot adequately portray
her mother’s life, Suyuan’s story permeates the novel via
Jing-mei’s voice: she speaks for Suyuan in the first and fourth
sections, the two “mothers’ sections, " of the novel. Suyuan’s
story is representative of the struggle to maintain the moth-
er-daughter bond across cultural and generational gaps; by
telling this story as her mother’s daughter, Jing-mei enacts and
cements the very bond that is the subject of Suyuan’s story.

When Jing-mei finally travels to China and helps her half-sisters

7
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