W

ANUSANDHANVALLARI

ISSN: 2229-3388

v

Negotiating Multicultural Identity in Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club

IS. Nivetha, 2Dr. T. Sathyakala

IPart-time Research Scholar Reg no: MKU23PFOL 11040 Arulmigu Palaniandavar College of Arts and
culture, palani [Affiliated to Madurai Kamaraj University]

Research Guide Associate Professor, PG& Research Department of English Arulmigu Palaniandavar College of
Arts and culture, palani [Affiliated to Madurai Kamaraj University]

Abstract: Amy Tan is Chinese American author who talks about Chinese culture in her novels. The Joy Luck Club
is the first novel of Amy Tan to claim fame. The novel talks about the conflict between Chinese mothers and their
American born daughters there are more autobiographical elements in the novel. There is a constant clash Between
Chinese culture And American modernism. This article argues that Amy tan Represents the idea of Chinese
American identity To be hybrid I’m constantly negotiated the mothers in the novel Joy Luck Club Represent by
their Chinese culture The mothers have memories of China, their experiences during the war, the hardships they
face during migration, The losses they faced an oppression in terms of Gender and race. Whereas their daughters
are born in American environment They have liberty of being independent to have choices of their own These
differences in them not only gives Continuous pressure but also paves way in them to understand culture This
paper examines the relationship between Multicultural Identity, how language, memory Storytelling Our
connector to an intergenerational Communication There are multiple narrative voices In the novel to prove us the
cultural plurality
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Introduction

multiculturalism promotes the recognition and acclaim for all cultures in spheres beyond politics, with sensitivity
to cultural differences. The method demands that diverse cultural groups coexist, be respected and understood as
one another, and foster a culture of mutual understanding within each group. Nonetheless, detractors assert that
multiculturalism has resulted in social disintegration, inequality, racism, cultural disputes, and racial prejudice,
ultimately distorting the fabric of society. multicultural identity is not easily formed they are made in constant
pressure of adapting to the new culture, conflicts in between their memories and past. resulting in a state where
their identity is not contained by both of the culture. Literature bids an important space for examining this
experience because it characterises not only the social effects of migration but also its emotional consequences

The Joy Luck Club, a novel by Amy Tan, explores the experiences of Chinese immigrants in America. The story
takes place during the Chinese Civil War and Japanese occupation, which forced many people to leave their
homeland. These immigrant mothers arrived in America with the hope of giving their daughters a better life.
However, they faced many challenges in adjusting to a new culture. The mothers in the novel work hard to hold
onto their Chinese identity while passing it on to their daughters. They see America as a land of opportunity where
they can create a better life for themselves and their children. However, their daughters find themselves negotiating
between two cultures, struggling to balance their Chinese heritage with their American upbringing.

Amy Tan's novel, The Joy Luck Club, explores the complex relationships between four Chinese-born mothers,
Suyuan Woo, An-mei Hsu, Lindo Jong, and Ying-ying St. Clair, and their American-born daughters, Jing-mei
Woo, Rose Hsu Jordan, Waverly Jong, and Lena St. Clair. The mothers are scarred by the Japan-China war and
the Chinese civil war, and are trying to make their way in their new lives in America. They have deep emotional
wounds because of their own experiences, and often find it difficult to connect with their daughters who are
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steeped in American culture. This is what Suyuan Woo's story demonstrates. She escapes from her family and
homeland but struggles to cope in her new life in America. Her daughter Jing-mei, who grew up in the American
society, does not comprehend her mother's values and that leads to a difference between them. Jing-mei's embrace
of American customs and values contributes to the tension, leaving Suyuan feeling out of place and feeling
helpless. One of the novel's main themes is the identity struggles of these women who live between two worlds:
China and America.

Amy Tan's The Joy Luck Club has been seen by Catherine Romangnolo as supporting stereotypes about how
Chinese society treats women. The characters in the novel appear to have shed their Chinese heritage and adopted
American influences," Romangnolo says. The story also delves into themes of trauma, especially in the
connections between mothers and their husbands. For example, when An-mei Hsu's mother is brutally beaten by
Wu Tsing, she is rejected by her family. In the same way, Lindo Jong and Ying-Ying face problems in their
marriage. Ying-ying and Lena represent the emotional impact of unspoken and unshared messages and
information. These relationships are distinct, but all reveal the nature of cultural conflict in the everyday lives of
family life.

In the United States of America these women still have to wrestle with an identity issue: between China and their
new surroundings. They are unable to communicate and their daughters don't understand their mothers' language
and culture. Their experiences have included trauma, loss and displacement, which has left an impact on their
lives. The Joy Luck Club gives them a sense of home in a strange country and a sense of culture. The experiences
of Suyuan Woo and other female characters show the effect of the war between Japan and China on the lives of
the Chinese. It cut them down, and tore them apart. In America, they still grapple with their identity, as they are
both Chinese and American.This article reasons that The Joy Luck Club denotes Chinese-American identity as a
hybrid and constantly negotiated formation. through the relationship between mother and daughter, their inability
to communicate, the memories of their culture and their pasts the Chinese culture and their American upbringing
do not go hand in hand they are reflected in conflicts. At First, the article outlines the research aims and parameters
and move to surveys article on multicultural identity, cultural conflict, memory and narrative form. The key
discussion is about how cultural identity is displayed in relationships between the family, mothers memories and
hardships they face with language and communication. The study concludes that Tan does not portray
multiculturalism as a simple coexistence of two fixed cultures but as a difficult, intimate, and creative process of
living with inherited histories in a changing cultural environment.

Objectives

The main objective of this article is to study about how multiculturalism is represented in Amy Tan’s novel The
Joy Luck Club. This study focuses on the formation of Chinese American identity that is formed between the
Chinese heritage, culture and memory and the American upbringings and social experiences.

The specific objectives are:

1. To Analyze the formation of Chinese American identity in The Joy Luck Club

2. To examine the cultural and generational conflicts between the Chinese mothers and their American-born
daughters

3. To study how communication in the novel is portrayed through silence, storytelling and their language
differences

4. To examine how memories of China, the process of migration, the losses of the war and family formation
are transmitted to the daughters.

5. To show how the novel’s multiple narrative voices represent cultural plurality.
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To analyze whether the novel presents cultural preservation, cultural hybridity, or cultural negotiation as the most
significant prototype of identity.

Research questions

. How does The Joy Luck Club represent the relationship between Chinese cultural heritage and American
identity?

. How do mother—daughter relationships reveal cultural and generational conflict?

. How do language and storytelling intercede cultural communication?

. How does memories of past influence the daughters to understand their mothers and themselves

. Does the novel eventually present multicultural identity as conflict, hybridity, or negotiation?

Scope And Methodology Of The Study

The novel chosen for this study is The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan. the novel explores the complex relationships
between four Chinese-born mothers, Suyuan Woo, An-mei Hsu, Lindo Jong, and Ying-ying St. Clair, and their
American-born daughters, Jing-mei Woo, Rose Hsu Jordan, Waverly Jong, and Lena St. Clair. The study do not
attempt to bring in every aspect of the novel rather focuses on how multiculturalism takes a upper hand in the
formation of identity, the language issues, the inter generation issues caused due to their difference in culture, the
constant cultural clashes and cultural negotiation.

The theoretical approach talks about multicultural identity, cultural hybridity, and cultural memory. It briefs how
multicultural identity is being formed when there are many cultures present in the picture. It also studies how this
multiculture takes hold of their selfhood as there is a constant push and pull between two cultures. The cultural
memories of the mothers bring the families together to know about their ancestral culture and to be in touch with
their roots.

The research uses a qualitative literary-analysis method. Close reading is employed to examine selected episodes,
narrative voices, character relationships, memories, and recurring cultural concerns. The study does not use
surveys, interviews, statistical data, or experimental methods. Its evidence is drawn from the language, structure,
themes, and characterization of the primary text.

Research Gap

The study focuses on how the author has incorporated multiple narration. Each chapter talks about interrelated
narratives by different women there is a constant shift from the characters of mothers and daughters for us to
understand the tension in their relationship in a clear manner. The study has certain limitations. It talks about
relationships between the women of the novel the study do not focuses on other dimensions like a broader history
of Chinese American culture, gender bias, class, social living, American way of life and religion. The purpose is
interpretive rather than statistical. The findings are based on close reading and should be understood as one critical
understanding among numerous possible readings.

The terms used in this study such as multiculture cultural hybridity assimilation acculturation have broder
dimensions in different contexts this study supports only literary interpretation rather than finding the broader
aspects of these terms The research gap recognized in this study should also be specified cautiously. Existing
criticism has examined memory, ethnic identity, cultural conflict, assimilation, mother—daughter relationships,
and narrative structure in Tan’s novel. The present article brings these apprehensions together in a singular
discussion. It does not claim that earlier critics have ignored the relationship between them. Instead, it proposes
that further research can examine how these elements function collectively.
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Literature Review

The concept of multiculturalism revolves around the harmonious coexistence of diverse cultural groups within a
society. By promoting mutual respect and understanding, multiculturalism encourages the celebration of unique
cultural identities. This approach recognizes the value of cultural diversity, advocating for equal respect and
recognition of all cultures. Multiculturalism is founded on principles of inclusivity, tolerance, and cultural liberty,
seeking to protect minority cultures and promote socio-cultural harmony. By embracing diversity, societies can
foster vibrant communities that value distinct cultural, ethnic, and religious identities.

critics argue that multiculturalism has led to social fragmentation, inequality, racism, cultural conflicts, and racial
discrimination, ultimately undermining the very fabric of society. Some critics even view multiculturalism as a
failed concept, claiming it erodes the cultural values of respective social groups and promotes Westernization,
leading to a loss of cultural identity and heritage. According to Ronald Takaki, a prominent multiculturalist, the
question of identity and cultural belonging is paramount. He poignantly asks, "Where are my culture and my
contributions to this nation?" highlighting the struggles of marginalized communities to assert their cultural
identity and claim their rightful place in the societal narrative.

Memory is central to the interpretation of The Joy Luck Club. Xu (1994) connects the recovery of the past with
the formation of ethnic identity in Tan’s novel. He argues that “the only means available for mothers to ensure
ethnic continuity is to recollect the past and tell tales of what is remembered” (p. 43). The mothers’ memories of
war, migration, family separation, poverty, gender inequality, and survival shape their fears and expectations.
Although the daughters initially struggle to understand these memories, they gradually recognize how the past
influences their mothers’ behaviour and their own Chinese-American identities.

Language and storytelling provide another important critical concern. The mothers and daughters may speak the
same language, but they do not always share the same cultural meanings. A mother may communicate concern
through criticism, while a daughter may hear rejection. A daughter may express independence, while a mother
may interpret it as disrespect. Linda Ching Sledge Points out The storytelling “Served Redefine Embattled
immigrant culture by providing its members immediate, ceremonial access to ancient lore (Linda 1994);

Theoretical Frame Work

The representation of the Chinese American identity is the center of the inherited culture and the present culture
they live in. “We were a city of leftovers mixed together” (Tan, 2006, p. 9). the mothers bring in values and
memories from China but gradually the values change as they had to adapt to their daughters. The daughters being
born in America they are still connected to their mothers’ histories their culture can be defined as neither inherited
nor chosen. There is a constant struggle for both mothers and daughters to form a identity as the mothers cannot
let go of their culture and hereditary and adapt totally to American culture whereas daughters who are of American
culture has the pressure to inherit their Chinese culture which they are unaware of except from their mother’s
stories.

The mother and daughter pair Suyuan and Jing-mei’s relationship demonstrates complication. Suyuan perceives
America as a place of opportunity. Her trust in opportunity is related to her experience as an immigrant mother
who wants her daughter to achieve what she could not achieve under her immigrant circumstances. She believes
that Jing-mei possesses hidden talent and expects that potential to be developed. “My mother believed you could
be anything you wanted to be in America” (Tan, 2006, p. 113) says jing-mei

Jing-mei, does not primarily understand her mother’s expectations as hope. She experiences them as pressure.
The conflict of learning to play piano shows how both of them want to define them. Suyuan wants Jing-mei to
become a prodigy in playing piano and to be praised by others, while Jing-mei who cannot fully inherit the Chinese
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culture nor accepted totally as American wants to be recognized as an ordinary person. She believes that her
mother’s ambitions nature means that her actual self is not enough.

The conflict is cultural because the mother and daughter assign different meanings to achievement. Suyuan views
Jing -mei’s achievement as a perfect chance and a form of family progress. Jing-mei interprets it as an American
competition that questions her personal identity. Yet both the character cannot be placed wholly within one cultural
category. The meaning that piano holds changes when Jing-mei becomes an adult. It is no longer only a symbol
of pressure and failure. It becomes connected to her mother’s love and to the history of hope that Jing-mei did not
understand as a child. This change proves that cultural meaning develops over time. An object associated with
conflict can later become a symbol of inheritance and emotional connection.

Lindo and Waverly’s relationship also shows the same kind of tension between individual and collective identity.
Wavery is a prodigy in chess which builds in her confidence and Just like the previous mother and daughter pair.
The mother Lindo Take her daughters Success to be something That reflects the pride of the family Whereas The
daughter Waverly Wants the success to be herself not to the family. She thinks of it as her Identity among the
Americans Waverly is very uncomfortable When her mother speaks about her success publicly. She thinks that
her image is controlled by her mother. Lindo’s behavior of displaying her talents and boasting about her Makes
her Sore “My mother loved to show me off, like one of my many trophies she polished” (Tan, 2006, p. 149). This
conflict Reveals two different understanding of achievement.

Lindo story adds in to complicate the idea of Chinese tradition Lindo was forced into an Arranged marriage she
was betrothed at the age of two just by matching horoscopic signs. Form early child marriage and her struggle to
break free from the marriage Had made Her strong and independent. So, the relationship between Lindo and
Waverley Therefore does not represent any conflict Between a passive Chinese mother and an independent
American daughter They are Both strong independent women

The mother and daughter conflicts in Novel are not only emotional or cultural manifestations and generational
Differences. The mothers value circumstances that require Endurance, caution and sacrifice But the Daughters
Grown up In an American society values Self-expression and Personal choice. All the daughters in this novel
constantly think that the mothers of the novel Are interfering in Their personal life.

In the conflict between Jing-mei and Suyuan There is a total misunderstanding Jing -mei thinks that Her mother

Wants her to become a prodigy Only because she could boast about her “Why don’t you like me the way I am?
I’m not a genius!” I cried. (Tan, 2006, p. 118). She desperately tries to Fail in her attempt Become a piano Prodigy
There is an example where She purposely avoids Practicing so That She could fail in her Piano recital. When her
mother forces her Back to learn piano, She Comments That she was dead like her other daughters left behind
During the war. These words Scatter the mother and there is a silent drift between both of them Throughout the
novel.

Jing-mei also thinks of her mothers stories as drifting each time

“Over the years, she told me the same story, except for the ending, which grew darker, casting long shadows into
her life, and eventually into mine” (Tan, 2006, p. 8).

But in later years Jing-mei reinterprets the conflict and understand Suyan’s desire for her Daughters Success As
no longer a control but as an attempt to create a future After suffering “Here is how I came to love my mother.
How I saw in her my own true nature. What was beneath my skin. Inside my bones” (Tan, 2006, p. 35). Jing-mei
understands the pain of her mother in leaving behind her daughter During the war from the mothers Of Joy Luck
Club She decides Go to Shanghai To meet her Half Sisters

The next mother and daughter And An- mei and Rose Shows a different model of strength Rose who has been
struggling in a complicated marriage and divorce. The advice of her mother helps rose comes out of her Silence
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Suffering. Rose married a white man out of her own will. She thought of her marriage as Breaking away from the
Shackles of her mother, but when Her husband Asks her Divorce to Marry another woman She falls into depression
and starts taking sleeping pills. When her mother interferes and teaches her That being silent Will not save Her on
a long run, but also It can also allow others to control her life. Her advice is based on her experience Rather than
any Abstract theory. With the help of her mother’s advice, she fought back with her husband and demand Alimony
And prove She cannot be taken granted

Ying Ying and Lena Represents marriage fear and loss of personal identity in the novel. Ying Ying Lives like a
ghost by renaming herself. Lena Is trapped in a marriage Where every penny is counted and shared between
husband and wife. Her mother when she realised that her daughter is passive, she steps in and makes her daughter
realise That being silent And being passive Will let Others take control of her life. She teaches her to question and
fight back.

All four relationship demonstrate the family conflict Is a space of cultural negotiation The mothers of the novel
Always have solutions for their daughter but they could not Communicate Effectively The daughters seek
Independence Failing to recognise historical Experience Behind their mothers Understanding becomes possible
Only when both generations Begin to interpret one another more carefully

Language plays an important role In the Novel The mothers of the novel Struggle to speak in American English
“I can never remember things I didn’t understand in the first place” (Tan, 2006, p. 7).

Jing-mei calls it Broken English and she says she fails to understand it. in 7he Joy Luck Club Even though the
mother and daughter Talk in English They do not speak the same emotional language “They see daughters who
grow impatient when their mothers talk in Chinese, who think they are stupid when they explain things in fractured
English” (Tan, 2006, p. 28).

The mothers don’t say everything outright, they say through Warnings, Old sayings from China, the stories of
them which carry years of history and pain. The daughters in America Want Clear Answers and direct talk. So,
this makes them Feel like They are in the same room But often translating two different lives “For all these years
I kept my mouth closed so selfish desires would not fall out. And because I remained quiet for so long now my
daughter does not hear me” (Tan, 2006, p. 54). Says ying ying when she narrates her memories

Over the time Some stories Start working like a Bridge. the stories That made them get frustrated Later stayed on

with them when they face their own heartbreaks and confusions. The mother’s words suddenly make sense in a
new way Jing-mei is the clearest example She thinks her mother ask her rival and her stories Just her memories.
But after Her mother dies Jing-mei travels to China And her memories Fall into place. She finally understands
what her mother lived through and what she hoped for.

There is narrative plurality in this novel Each chapter Has different voices No one has the full story Each person’s
version change how they see others Gradually And makes the book feel like A family slowly learning to understand
itself Instead of presenting one fixed idea what it meant means to be Chinese American

The tension between the mothers and their daughters in the story is understood by looking at the mothers'
memories in The Joy Luck Club. Control and nagging may stem from past experiences of danger and loss. An
mei's stories illustrate the oppression that women faced within strict family rules, but also how they are able to
find strength in understanding those rules. But Lindo isn't going to fight back against that cruel arranged marriage;
she's going to do something cleverer, work the system. Ying ying is afraid of “disappearing” because she has been
displaced and her marriage has fallen apart and she believes that Lena is at risk of being displaced as well. But
she is not able to make her past clear, so her warning doesn't reach her daughter.

All of these elements converge in the end of the novel when Jing mei goes to China. After meeting her half-sisters,
she is able to connect to a facet of Suyuan's life that is always been remote and somewhat like a fairy tale. It is a
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journey of not becoming “fully Chinese” or losing her American identity, but of realizing that her identity has a
history behind her before she came into the world. Jing mei assembles pieces of story, names, family fragments,
and her knowledge of her mother deepens as she distances herself from the past while keeping her connection to
it.

Findings And Conclusion

Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club presents multicultural identity as a continuing process of negotiation. The Chinese
immigrant mothers and their American-born daughters are formed by two different histories, but both generations
do not belong entirely to one culture. Their identities develop through the family history of the mothers in China,
the daughters American personal choice, their maternal Chinese heritage and their American experiences

The conflicts between Suyuan and Jing-mei, Lindo and Waverly, An-mei and Rose, and Ying-ying and Lena falls
into the ideas of how they react to success, family duty, independence, marriage, and communication. The
mothers’ priorities differ from daughters. To the mothers in the novel achievement is their way of showing their
stand as Chinese American in the society, but for daughters it is just their personal development. Likewise, the
mothers show differences in keeping up with their marriage, their familial duties. However, these conflicts also
produce occasions for understanding. They understand each other Through the stories of their mothers, the
memories they hold about China and its heritage, The traumatic experience of their Past, the silence they hold due
to the emotional unavailability and the desperate Conversations made by them in attempt to clear the weight they
hold

Jing-mei’s journey to China signifies the important moment in accepting the culture. It connects her to Suyuan’s
past without altering her American identity. Her experience shows that Chinese-American identity is neither
complete assimilation nor a return to an unchanged cultural tradition. It is a hybrid identity shaped by both
inheritance and present experience.

The novel’s multiple voices further emphasize that multicultural identity is complex and varied. Tan shows that
culture is transmitted through family relationships, memory, language, and storytelling. Ultimately, The Joy Luck
Club presents multiculturalism as both a source of conflict and a possibility for connection between generations.
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