analysis of two kinds by amy tan

Analysis of Two Kinds by Amy Tan delves into the intricate themes of cultural
identity, familial expectations, and the complexities of mother-daughter
relationships. In her short story, Tan explores the tension between
traditional Chinese values and American individualism, highlighting how these
cultural differences manifest in the protagonist's life. As readers navigate
through the poignant narrative, they encounter a rich tapestry of emotions
that reveal the struggles of balancing personal desires with familial
obligations. This article will provide a comprehensive analysis of the key
themes, character dynamics, and narrative techniques used by Amy Tan in "Two
Kinds."

Overview of "Two Kinds"

"Two Kinds" is part of Amy Tan's acclaimed novel, The Joy Luck Club, which
features interconnected stories about Chinese-American women and their
immigrant mothers. The narrative centers around Jing-mei Woo, a young girl
who grapples with her mother’s high expectations and the pressure to succeed.
As the story unfolds, readers witness the conflict between Jing-mei and her
mother, Suyuan, as well as the broader implications of cultural identity and
personal choice.

Key Themes in "Two Kinds"

Cultural Identity

One of the most significant themes in "Two Kinds" is cultural identity. Tan
juxtaposes the traditional Chinese values of Suyuan with Jing-mei's desire to
forge her own identity within American culture. This clash of cultures is
evident in several ways:

e Parental Expectations: Suyuan believes that in America, anyone can
achieve greatness, which leads her to push Jing-mei into various
activities, including piano lessons, hoping she will become a prodigy.

e Individualism vs. Collectivism: The cultural divide highlights the
difference between individualistic American values, which encourage
self-expression and personal choice, and collectivist Chinese values,
which emphasize family honor and responsibility.

e Generational Conflict: The story illustrates the generational gap that
often exists between immigrant parents and their American-born children,
as they struggle to understand each other's perspectives.



Familial Expectations and Pressure

The expectations placed on children by their parents is another core theme
explored in "Two Kinds." Suyuan's relentless ambition for her daughter leads
to a complex relationship, filled with love, resentment, and rebellion.

e Ambition and Pressure: Suyuan's desire for Jing-mei to succeed stems
from her own experiences as an immigrant, where she faced numerous
challenges. This ambition manifests as pressure that often overwhelms
Jing-mei.

e Rebellion: Jing-mei's resistance to her mother's expectations is a form
of rebellion that ultimately leads to a deeper understanding of her
identity and desires. Her struggles reflect the universal challenge of
finding one's path in the shadow of parental aspirations.

e The Cost of Perfection: The pursuit of excellence becomes a double-edged
sword, as Jing-mei learns that striving for perfection can lead to
emotional turmoil and a fracture in the mother-daughter bond.

Identity and Self-Discovery

Jing-mei's journey throughout the story is one of self-discovery, as she
grapples with her mother's expectations and her own aspirations. This theme
unfolds in several stages:

1. Initial Compliance: At first, Jing-mei complies with her mother’s
wishes, believing that becoming a piano prodigy will earn her mother’s
love and approval.

2. Frustration and Rebellion: As she grows older, Jing-mei's frustrations
boil over, leading her to reject her mother's dreams for her. This
rebellion is a crucial step in her quest for identity.

3. Acceptance: In the end, after her mother’s passing, Jing-mei comes to

terms with her complex feelings about her mother, recognizing the love
and sacrifices behind the pressure she felt.

Character Analysis



Suyuan Woo

Suyuan is a multifaceted character, embodying the traditional values of her
Chinese heritage while also representing the immigrant experience. Her
complexity is revealed through her:

e Ambition: Suyuan's aspirations for Jing-mei are rooted in her own
experiences of hardship and loss in China, making her intentions both
understandable and tragic.

e Love and Control: Suyuan’s love for her daughter is intertwined with her
desire for control, leading to a push-pull dynamic that defines their
relationship.

e Symbol of Tradition: As a symbol of traditional Chinese expectations,
Suyuan embodies the pressures faced by many immigrant families, caught
between two worlds.

Jing-mei Woo

Jing-mei serves as the story's narrator and protagonist, representing a
bridge between cultures. Her character development highlights:

e Struggle for Identity: Jing-mei's internal conflict and her journey
toward self-acceptance make her a relatable character for readers
grappling with similar issues.

e Complex Emotions: Her feelings of resentment, love, and confusion toward
her mother reflect the complexity of familial relationships,
particularly in the context of cultural expectations.

e Growth and Reflection: The narrative arc of Jing-mei illustrates her
growth from a rebellious child to a reflective adult, acknowledging her
mother's influence on her identity.

Narrative Techniques

Point of View

Tan employs a first-person narrative, allowing readers to intimately
experience Jing-mei’s thoughts and feelings. This perspective enhances the
emotional depth of the story and draws readers into the complexities of her



relationship with her mother.

Symbolism

Throughout "Two Kinds," Tan utilizes symbolism to enrich the narrative:

e The Piano: The piano symbolizes both Suyuan’s hopes for her daughter and
the pressure Jing-mei feels to fulfill those dreams. It becomes a
tangible representation of their conflict.

e Two Kinds of Music: The title itself reflects the dichotomy of
expectations versus reality. The two kinds represent the different paths
Jing-mei could take: one of obedience and another of rebellion.

Imagery and Emotion

Tan’s use of vivid imagery evokes strong emotional responses, allowing
readers to visualize the struggles and triumphs of both characters. The
emotional weight of the story is conveyed through descriptive language that
captures the essence of their relationship, from moments of joy to deep-
seated conflict.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the analysis of "Two Kinds" by Amy Tan reveals the profound
complexities of cultural identity, familial expectations, and the intricate
dynamics of mother-daughter relationships. Through the lens of Jing-mei and
Suyuan, Tan masterfully illustrates the struggles of balancing personal
desires with cultural obligations. The story serves as a poignant reminder of
the challenges faced by immigrant families and the universal quest for self-
discovery. As readers reflect on Jing-mei's journey, they are left with a
deeper understanding of the intricate interplay between love, ambition, and
identity, making "Two Kinds" a timeless exploration of the human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Two Kinds' by
Amy Tan?

The main themes in 'Two Kinds' include the conflict between cultural
expectations and personal identity, the pressure of parental expectations,
and the complexity of mother-daughter relationships.



How does Amy Tan use symbolism in 'Two Kinds'?

Tan uses symbolism, particularly through the piano, to represent the
conflicting desires between the mother’s aspirations for her daughter and the
daughter’s struggle for autonomy and self-definition.

What role does the setting play in 'Two Kinds'?

The setting, primarily in San Francisco's Chinatown, highlights the immigrant
experience and cultural clashes, illustrating the mother's traditional
Chinese values against the backdrop of American individualism.

How does the narrative structure of 'Two Kinds'
enhance its themes?

The narrative structure, which shifts between past and present, allows
readers to see the evolution of the protagonist's understanding of her
mother’s intentions and her own identity, deepening the exploration of their
relationship.

What is the significance of the title 'Two Kinds'?

The title refers to the two kinds of daughters that the mother believes
exist: the obedient and the disobedient. It encapsulates the central conflict
of the story about expectations and identity.

How does 'Two Kinds' reflect the immigrant
experience?

'Two Kinds' reflects the immigrant experience through the mother's struggle
to navigate her cultural identity while trying to assimilate into American
society, and her desire for her daughter to succeed in a new world.

What is the climax of 'Two Kinds'?

The climax occurs during the piano recital, where the protagonist's
performance becomes a turning point in her relationship with her mother,
revealing the deep emotional stakes involved in their differing aspirations.

In what ways does 'Two Kinds' address the concept of
failure?

The story addresses failure through the protagonist's feelings of inadequacy
when she does not meet her mother's expectations, and ultimately her
realization that failure can lead to personal growth and understanding.
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