
Two Kinds Amy Tan Analysis

Two Kinds is a poignant short story by Amy Tan that explores the complex dynamics of
mother-daughter relationships, cultural identity, and the struggle for self-acceptance. Set
against the backdrop of the Chinese-American experience, the narrative delves into the
protagonist's journey of reconciling her mother's aspirations with her own desires.
Through the lens of music and the concept of "two kinds" of people, Tan effectively
illustrates the generational conflicts that arise from differing cultural expectations and
personal ambitions.

Understanding the Story's Context

To fully appreciate Two Kinds, it's essential to understand the context in which Amy Tan
wrote this story. Tan, a Chinese-American author, often reflects on her experiences
growing up in a bicultural environment, grappling with the expectations imposed by her
immigrant parents while trying to carve out her identity in America.

The Immigrant Experience

1. Cultural Expectations: Tan's narrative highlights the cultural dichotomy faced by many
immigrant families. The protagonist's mother, a Chinese immigrant, embodies the
traditional values and expectations of her homeland, which often clash with her daughter's
American upbringing.
2. Generational Conflict: The story portrays the tension between the mother's dreams for
her daughter and the daughter's desire for autonomy. This conflict is emblematic of the



broader immigrant experience, where parents often sacrifice their own aspirations for the
hope that their children will achieve success in a new land.

Thematic Elements

Two Kinds delves into several themes that resonate deeply with readers, particularly those
familiar with the immigrant experience.

1. Identity and Self-Discovery:
- The protagonist, Waverly Jong, grapples with her identity as she navigates between her
mother's ambitions and her personal desires. Her struggle is a universal theme of self-
discovery that resonates with anyone who has felt the pressure of parental expectations.

2. Parental Expectations:
- The mother's relentless pursuit of success for Waverly reflects the desires of many
immigrant parents who wish to ensure a better future for their children. This theme
speaks to the sacrifices made by parents and the often unrecognized burdens placed on
their children.

3. The Role of Music:
- Music serves as both a metaphor and a vehicle for conflict in the story. The piano
represents the mother's aspirations, while Waverly's rejection of it symbolizes her desire
for independence and self-definition.

Character Analysis

The characters in Two Kinds are richly developed, each embodying distinct perspectives
that contribute to the overarching themes of the story.

The Mother: A Complex Figure

1. Ambition and Control:
- Waverly's mother is depicted as a figure of ambition, driven by her past experiences and
a fierce desire for her daughter to succeed. Her control over Waverly's life choices is a
significant source of tension in their relationship.

2. Cultural Heritage:
- The mother’s character reflects traditional Chinese values, emphasizing hard work and
achievement. She believes that success is attainable through discipline and
determination—a belief that shapes her expectations for Waverly.

The Daughter: A Journey of Rebellion



1. Struggle for Autonomy:
- Waverly's character arc is centered around her desire to assert her independence. Her
journey from obedient daughter to rebellious teenager highlights the universal struggle of
adolescents seeking to define themselves outside their parents' shadows.

2. Conflict with Identity:
- Throughout the story, Waverly grapples with her identity, torn between her mother's
dreams and her own aspirations. Her initial enthusiasm for the piano eventually turns into
resentment, reflecting her internal conflict.

Symbolism and Motifs

Tan employs various symbols and motifs to enhance the story's thematic depth.

The Piano: A Symbol of Conflict

1. Representation of Control:
- The piano serves as a physical manifestation of the mother's control over Waverly's life.
It symbolizes the pressure to conform to her mother's dreams, illustrating the broader
theme of parental expectations.

2. Transformation of Meaning:
- Initially, the piano represents potential and opportunity, but as Waverly's resentment
grows, it transforms into a symbol of constraint and obligation. This shift underscores the
complexities of their relationship.

Two Kinds of People: A Central Motif

1. Division of Identity:
- The phrase "two kinds" encapsulates the central conflict of the narrative. Waverly's
mother believes there are two types of people: those who succeed and those who fail. This
binary perspective fuels the mother's ambitions and shapes Waverly's perception of
success.

2. Personal Interpretation:
- Waverly's rejection of her mother's worldview signifies her quest for individuality. By
asserting that she is not defined by her mother's expectations, she seeks to carve her own
path, even if it entails challenging her mother's beliefs.

The Narrative Structure

The structure of Two Kinds is crucial to its impact, utilizing a first-person perspective that
immerses readers in Waverly's thoughts and emotions.



Chronological Progression

1. Development of Conflict:
- The story unfolds chronologically, allowing readers to witness the gradual escalation of
conflict between Waverly and her mother. This progression enhances the emotional
stakes, making the eventual resolution more poignant.

2. Flashbacks and Reflections:
- Tan incorporates flashbacks that provide insight into Waverly's childhood and the
mother's past, enriching the narrative and offering context for their complex relationship.

Conclusion

Two Kinds by Amy Tan is a powerful exploration of the intricacies of mother-daughter
relationships, cultural identity, and the quest for self-acceptance. Through its rich
symbolism, thematic depth, and character development, the story resonates with anyone
who has navigated the complexities of familial expectations and personal aspirations.
Tan's narrative serves as a reminder of the delicate balance between honoring one's
heritage and forging an individual path, making it a timeless piece that continues to speak
to readers across generations.

In conclusion, the analysis of Two Kinds reveals the multifaceted nature of its characters
and themes, inviting readers to reflect on their own experiences of identity, ambition, and
the relationships that shape us. The story's enduring relevance lies in its ability to capture
the nuances of the immigrant experience, making it a significant work in the canon of
contemporary literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Amy Tan's 'Two
Kinds'?
The main themes in 'Two Kinds' include the conflict between cultural identity and parental
expectations, the complexities of mother-daughter relationships, and the struggle for self-
identity and autonomy.

How does Amy Tan use symbolism in 'Two Kinds'?
Tan uses symbolism extensively, particularly through the piano, which represents not only
the mother's aspirations for her daughter but also the tension between their differing
desires and the idea of success versus personal fulfillment.

In what ways does 'Two Kinds' reflect the immigrant



experience?
The story reflects the immigrant experience by highlighting the pressures faced by first-
generation children to succeed and fulfill their parents' dreams, contrasting with their
own desires and the struggle for acceptance in a new culture.

What role does conflict play in 'Two Kinds'?
Conflict is central to the narrative, particularly the internal conflict within the daughter as
she grapples with her mother's expectations and her own sense of identity, leading to a
deeper exploration of love, disappointment, and rebellion.

How does the ending of 'Two Kinds' contribute to its
overall message?
The ending of 'Two Kinds' highlights the complexities of the mother-daughter relationship
and suggests that understanding and reconciliation can come from acknowledging past
conflicts, ultimately emphasizing the importance of empathy and acceptance.
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