
Chapter 7 

Chinese Tiger Mothers and Americanized Daughters: 

Joy Luck Club (1993) 

 

 

The Joy Luck Club (1993) was initially a novel written by Amy Tan. Amy Tan was born on 

February 19,1953 in Oakland, California. At a very young age, Tan father and brother suffered 

from brain tumors, leading to their deaths. Tan’s mother became the sole provider for her family. 

At a very young age, Tan demonstrated an interest in writing. The Joy Luck Club (1989) was the 

first novel written by Tan, and was heavily influenced by the relationship with her mother, as 

well as the conflicts between Asian American children and their parents.  According to the Los 

Angeles Times, “The film explores the honest emotions of four immigrant mothers and their 

U.S. born daughters” (Kenneth Turan 1993). 

Eight different characters narrated the film, each portraying their hardships through 

various flashbacks. Prior to their lives in America, the four mothers have suffered through 

traumatic events, shaping them as individuals.  Their tragic lives in China have caused them to 

come to America, with the notion of the “American Dream”. The mothers: Suyuan, Lindo, Ying, 

and An-Mei strived to provide the best for their daughters, despite their daughters’ 

misunderstandings. The daughters: June, Waverly, Lena, and Rose are different from their 

Chinese mothers. The daughters have been raised in America with their own viewpoints in every 

situation. The daughters have never tried to understand their mothers’ actions and misinterpret 

their mothers’ good intentions. The film exploits the relationship between Asian mothers and 

their Americanized daughters through their cultural differences.  

The mothers were born and raised in China, with traditional upbringings. During the 

mothers’ generation, the roles of females were limited and confined to being good daughters, 

good daughters-in-law, and good mothers. To be a good daughter, the daughter must listen only 

to her mother and never to speak back to her mother. For example, Linda prearranged marriage 

to her first husband. At the age of sixteen, Linda was married to her first husband without her 



consent. Her mother and her mother’s husband had decided on their marriage since she was a 

child. As a good daughter, Linda did not defy her mother, and married a boy that she had never 

loved. Not once did Linda defy her mother, even during the wedding ceremony. Another issue 

during the mothers’ generation was the respect for women. Women in China were of low social 

status, and never were respected by their husbands. For example, Ying’s first marriage to her 

unfaithful husband was unsuccessful. Ying gave her heart to her husband; however, in return, he 

cheated on her and brought his mistress back to their home for sex. Ying’s husband clearly did 

not respect her as a woman, and showed no sympathy.  

In contrast to the mothers’ generation, the daughters were born in America and were 

taught of the American culture. The American society has taught the daughters to have their own 

opinions and to stand for what they believe in. The daughters were different from their mothers, 

and showed only signs of obedience when they felt necessary. For example, the relationship 

between June and her mother Suyuan was unstable. Suyuan was a housewife, and although they 

were not poor, she tried her best to provide for June. In order for June to play the piano, Suyuan 

worked for June’s piano instructor as a housekeeper in exchange for piano lessons. June 

practiced the piano, despite her hatred for the piano yet continued to practice until her recital. 

After June’s piano recital, she did not feel the need to practice the piano and wanted to watch the 

television. At this point, June stood up to her mother and told her that she no longer wanted to 

play piano, nor did she want to be her mother’s daughter.  

Another cultural difference seen in the film is the idea of marriage and sex. In the 

traditional Chinese values, marriage and sex went hand-in-hand. Marriage was an arrangement 

for the sole purpose of procreation, or was used to form alliances among wealthy families. Sex 

was a part of marriage, used for procreation and for carrying the generation. In the movie, Linda 

was arranged to marry her first husband to produce a grandchild for her mother-in-law. Her 

mother-in-law constantly harassed and pressured Linda for a grandchild. On the contrary, the 

concept of marriage in America differs from that in China. In America, marriage is a 

commitment made between two individuals who are in love, such as the marriage between Rose 

and her husband in the film. Although her husband’s family did not approve of Rose, Rose 

continued to pursue him, and eventually married him. Sex in America is involved in a marriage; 

however, sex is not necessarily used for making babies, it is even more so, an act of pleasure. In 

the film, Waverly takes her mother Linda to her apartment and shows her the gifts that her 



boyfriend, Rich, bought for her. During this scene, Waverly and her mother began to engage in a 

small argument. Out of anger, Waverly exposes to her mother that her boyfriend Rich was living 

with her and they were having sex. Here, Waverly shows to Linda, Rich’s clothes and the rolls of 

condoms kept in her drawers.  

Misunderstanding is a major theme throughout the movie. The daughters are unable to 

understand their mothers, causing a strain in their relationship. For example, June told her 

mother “I wish I wasn’t your daughter! I wish you weren’t my mom” (Joy Luck Club 1993) 

when she did not want to play the piano. At this point, June had broken Suyuan’s heart. It was 

not under Suyuan’s intention for her daughter to hate her, but she wanted the best for her. 

Suyuan wanted to provide June with what she could not have as a child. At a very young age, 

June was unable to grasp her mother’s love. As an adult, June continues to misunderstand her 

mother until her mother decided to explain to June her true intention. Suyuan tells June: 

  

“You have the best-quality heart. You have a style that no one can teach. You were born 

this way. I see you.”  (Joy Luck Club 1993) 

 

Despite all the issues that the daughters have experienced with their mothers, it must be noted 

that a mother only wishes the best for their children. I understand the mothers’ viewpoints in the 

film, because I feel that my mother can be the same at times. My mother was raised in Vietnam; 

however, she differs from the mothers in the film because she was educated in America, and was 

able to attend college in America. Although my mother had been educated by the American 

system, her intentions were the same as the Chinese mothers’ in the film. My mother wishes only 

the best for my sibling and I. My mother nagged my sibling and I to practice the piano, to 

complete our homework, and to stop watching television.  Although my mother sounded scary to 

me when I was young, As a child, I’ve always thought of my mother as a scary person; however, 

as an adult, I now understand that she just wanted for me to have a great future. In my family, 

my mother often tells me that she and my father would yell at us when we get bad grades is 

because they truly, are horrible. My parents stated that parents that don’t care wouldn’t who are 

too lenient would not dare to scold their children, and allow for them to roam freely. Although 

my parents have lectured me, I am proud to have them in my life, because they have raised me to 



reach my full potential.  My success as an individual is a result of their parenting; when I become 

successful, I want to return them the favor of the life they have dedicated to me.  

 


