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‘The Joy Luck Club’ Synthesis


‘The Joy Luck Club’ is based on many themes which author Amy Tan holds familiar throughout the majority of her writing.  Family relationships- specifically that of mother to daughter, along with appreciating one‘s own identity and roots are all found continuously. Detailed parables/stories are used to help emphasize the significance of these within. Throughout the film adaptation of ‘The Joy Luck Club’, the core plot and themes found within the novel remained intact although many of the details behind each were lost throughout.


The film version of ‘The Joy Luck Club’ remains highly connected to the theme of the mother-daughter relationship found within the novel, especially with the relations of daughter June to her mother Suyuan. Being that the book, along with the film, begins on the premise of June going to visit her long lost sisters in China for the first time, this serves as a significant point to both media in beginning the story of all the ladies. Within the book, June is always depicted with having a turbulent affair with her mother and own identity. “You never rise. Lazy to get up. Lazy to rise to expectations.” said Suyuan to June (Tan, 31). This example of the disappointment of Suyuan to June, as described in the book, can be linked to the scene from the movie where June tries to play the piano well, in competition with Waverly’s chess skills. She does not want to, she knows she cannot do better than Waverly- she is too lazy and underachieving to do something in any sense extraordinary. She is caught between low self-esteem and trying to make her mother proud. This particular scene within the film, and excerpt from the book, helps emphasize the distinct mother-daughter relationship of Suyuan to June, also foreshadowing those to come, along with June’s identity crisis within both.


In a contrast from the novel, the film shortens it’s duration by cutting out many key details within the story. The film does not distinctly show any of the parables found within the book, in accordance to each of the women’s stories, though they are referenced slightly throughout. For example, the first portion of the book ‘Feathers From a Thousand Li Away’ opens with the parable of a woman buying a swan feather from a Chinese merchant before heading off to America. The merchant tells the woman the swan used to be a duck, but it wanted to be a goose, so it stretched its neck so far out it instead becomes  a swan. The woman hopes one day she has a daughter that will too exceed all expectations and be able to give the gift of the swan feather to her, but when she reaches America, it is seized- so is the dream of her great daughter (Tan, 18). This particular parable is connected to the story (along with others) of Suyuan coming to America, hoping a new life for her unborn daughter, who turns out to be just a mediocre child, excellent at nothing. Parables like these are used before each portion of the women’s stories, to enlighten the reader of what is to come. None of these are specifically located within the film only in the general themes throughout. This is a great difference within the film and book, the book is thorough in clarifying the story of each lady, from start to finish, while the film just gets right down to the main point, not dwelling on any of the other facets.


Though the film version of ‘The Joy Luck Club’ lacks in many details significant to the book, it upholds many of the themes throughout. Coming of age, uncomfortable with one’s identity, connecting with past roots, and the tumultuous mother-daughter relationship are all greatly vivid throughout both book and film. With Suyuan to June, An-Mei to Rose, Lindo to Waverly, and Ying-Ying to Lena, all these relationships hold solid significance in displaying all these themes within the book, and are upheld as well within the film version. Understanding each of their mother’s past lives, the daughters are  all able to thrive and make peace with their own tortured identities, and this was a well conveyed theme found within the book which was backed up by the film. The film was able to evoke such vital themes to the book causing its similarities to thicken and become a greater source of comparison to Amy Tan’s literature.


Throughout the book ‘The Joy Luck Club’, author Amy Tan offers a wide variation of themes, stories, and concepts central to her own heritage of a Chinese-American. The film adaptation exudes many of the same depictions, though it does detach itself from the book by obliterating many of the significant details/parables to each of the stories. Although this holds true, the film does do it’s service to the main notions the book radiated- understanding one’s history, reconnecting to one’s identity, also reuniting to one’s own family and roots. With this at hand, the film adaptation of ‘The Joy Luck Club’ may serve as a varied source of viewable media in relation to it’s extraction from the book. 
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