Shanghai Girls By Lisa See

Two sisters, two continents
and one life-changing secret...
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Shanghai Girls, a compelling novel by Lisa See, takes readers on an emotional
journey through the lives of two sisters, Pearl and May, who navigate the
complexities of love, family loyalty, and cultural identity in 1930s Shanghai
and later in America. The novel is a rich tapestry of history, culture, and
personal struggles, shedding light on the experiences of Chinese immigrants
and the challenges they face in a new world. In this article, we will delve
into the themes, characters, and historical context of "Shanghai Girls," as
well as its significance in contemporary literature.



Overview of the Plot

“"Shanghai Girls" begins in the vibrant city of Shanghai, where Pearl and May
enjoy a life of relative privilege as the daughters of a prosperous Chinese
painter. The novel opens in 1937, during a time of political instability and
impending war. The sisters' lives take a dramatic turn when their father
loses the family fortune, and they are coerced into arranged marriages with
two brothers, who are seeking to secure their own futures amid the turmoil.

As the sisters embark on their new lives, they are forced to leave their
beloved Shanghai and travel to America, where they encounter the harsh
realities of immigrant life. The narrative unfolds against the backdrop of
World War II, the Japanese occupation of China, and the challenges faced by
the Chinese-American community.

Character Analysis

The heart of "Shanghai Girls" lies in its well-developed characters,
particularly the two sisters, Pearl and May.

Pearl

Pearl, the more introspective and responsible sister, grapples with her
identity and the sacrifices she must make for her family. Throughout the
novel, she evolves from a carefree young woman into a resilient survivor,
facing numerous hardships in America. Her character embodies the struggle
between personal desires and familial obligations.

May

In contrast, May is portrayed as the more rebellious and independent sister.
She is fiercely loyal to Pearl but often acts impulsively, leading to
conflicts between them. May's desire for freedom and self-expression reflects
the changing roles of women during this period, challenging traditional
expectations.

Supporting Characters

The supporting cast of "Shanghai Girls" enriches the narrative and highlights
various aspects of the Chinese-American experience. Key characters include:

- The Brothers: The men whom Pearl and May marry, representing the



complexities of arranged marriages and the expectations placed on women.

- The Parents: The sisters' relationships with their parents illustrate the
generational divide and differing values between traditional Chinese culture
and American ideals.

- Friends and Neighbors: Various characters in the immigrant community reveal
the struggles and solidarity among Chinese-Americans during a time of
discrimination and hardship.

Themes Explored in "Shanghai Girls"

“Shanghai Girls" is layered with themes that resonate with readers, making it
a profound exploration of identity and resilience.

Family and Loyalty

The bond between Pearl and May is central to the story. Their loyalty to one
another is tested as they navigate the challenges of their new lives. The
theme of family loyalty extends beyond the sisters, as they also grapple with
the expectations of their parents and the sacrifices required in times of
crisis.

Identity and Cultural Conflict

As the sisters transition from Shanghai to America, they confront questions
of identity. The novel explores the duality of being Chinese and American,
highlighting the struggles of immigrants to maintain their cultural heritage
while assimilating into a new society. Pearl and May's experiences reflect
the broader challenges faced by immigrants in preserving their identity
amidst cultural displacement.

Women’s Rights and Empowerment

"Shanghai Girls" delves into the evolving roles of women in society. Pearl
and May's journeys illustrate the limitations placed on women in traditional
Chinese culture and their quest for independence in America. The novel
highlights the empowerment of women through education, self-advocacy, and
resilience in the face of adversity.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate "Shanghai Girls," it is essential to understand the



historical context in which the story unfolds. The 1930s were a tumultuous
time for China, with the rise of Japanese aggression and the looming threat
of World War II. The Japanese invasion of China in 1937 brought suffering and
chaos, affecting countless families.

In America, the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 had already established a
legacy of discrimination against Chinese immigrants. This historical backdrop
is crucial in understanding the characters' struggles with identity,
belonging, and acceptance in a foreign land.

Literary Style and Structure

Lisa See employs a vivid and immersive writing style that brings the settings
and characters to life. Her descriptive prose transports readers to the
bustling streets of Shanghai and the challenging landscapes of America. The
novel is structured in a way that alternates between past and present,
allowing readers to witness the evolution of the sisters’ lives and their
relationships.

The use of dialogue is also notable, as it captures the nuances of cultural
differences and the emotional weight of the characters' experiences. See's

ability to intertwine personal narratives with historical events adds depth
to the story, making it both an engaging read and a poignant reflection on

history.

Significance in Contemporary Literature

"Shanghai Girls" holds a significant place in contemporary literature,
particularly in the realm of Asian American literature. It contributes to the
growing body of work that seeks to illuminate the diverse experiences of
Asian immigrants in America. The novel's exploration of identity, resilience,
and cultural conflict resonates with readers across generations, making it a
relevant and important narrative.

Moreover, Lisa See's work encourages discussions about race, gender, and the
immigrant experience, fostering a deeper understanding of the complexities of
cultural identity in today's globalized world.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Shanghai Girls" by Lisa See is a powerful and evocative novel
that delves into the lives of two sisters as they navigate the challenges of
love, loyalty, and cultural identity amidst historical upheaval. Through its
rich character development, exploration of themes, and historical context,



the novel offers a profound reflection on the immigrant experience and the
enduring bonds of family. As readers journey through the pages of "Shanghai
Girls," they are invited to consider the complexities of identity, the
importance of resilience, and the strength found in the ties that bind us.
Whether read for its historical significance or its emotional depth,
"Shanghai Girls" remains a timeless work that speaks to the human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Shanghai Girls' by Lisa
See?

The main theme of 'Shanghai Girls' revolves around the complexities of
sisterhood, identity, and the immigrant experience, particularly focusing on
the lives of two sisters in 1930s Shanghai and their journey to America.

Who are the central characters in 'Shanghai Girls'?

The central characters are two sisters, Pearl and May, who navigate their
lives in Shanghai before being forced to emigrate to the United States.

How does 'Shanghai Girls' explore the concept of
beauty?

The novel explores beauty through the lens of Chinese cultural standards, the
pressures placed on women, and how the characters use their beauty as a means
of survival in a changing world.

What historical events are depicted in 'Shanghai
Girls'?

The novel depicts significant historical events such as the Japanese invasion
of China, World War II, and the Chinese Exclusion Act in the United States.

What role does family play in 'Shanghai Girls'?

Family plays a crucial role, as the bond between Pearl and May is central to
the narrative, highlighting themes of loyalty, sacrifice, and the impact of
familial expectations.

How does Lisa See portray the immigrant experience
in 'Shanghai Girls'?

Lisa See portrays the immigrant experience as one fraught with challenges,
including cultural assimilation, discrimination, and the struggle to maintain
one's heritage while adapting to a new life.



What narrative style does Lisa See use in 'Shanghai
Girls'?

Lisa See employs a first-person narrative style, allowing readers to
intimately experience the thoughts and emotions of Pearl as she recounts her
life story.

What is the significance of the setting in 'Shanghai
Girls'?

The setting is significant as it contrasts the vibrant, culturally rich
Shanghai of the 1930s with the often harsh realities of life in America,
reflecting the characters' internal conflicts and external challenges.

How does 'Shanghai Girls' address issues of gender?

The novel addresses gender issues by highlighting the societal expectations
placed on women in both Chinese and American cultures, as well as the
characters' struggles for agency and independence.

What impact did 'Shanghai Girls' have on readers and
its reception?

'Shanghai Girls' received positive reviews for its rich storytelling and
historical detail, resonating with readers interested in Chinese American
history and the immigrant experience, and sparking discussions about cultural
identity.
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