JLC Section II & III Activities & Discussion
Section II: The Twenty Six Malignant Gates
SYMBOLS: Read and fill in the blanks!
Symbols are interpretive keys to the text. The craft of storytelling depends

on symbols that present ideas and point toward new meanings. Most

frequently, a specific object will be used to reference (or symbolize) a more

abstract concept. The repeated appearance of an object suggests a non-literal

or figurative meaning attached to the object—above and beyond face

value. Symbols are often found in the novel’s title, at the beginning and end

of the novel, within a profound action, or captured by the name or

personality of a character. The life of a novel is perpetuated by generations

of readers interpreting and re-interpreting the main symbols of the novel.

By decoding symbols, any reader can reveal a new interpretation of the

novel.

Frequently, the study of a symbol will shed light on an entire story, as is

often the case with Tan’s __________. “Feathers from a Thousand Li Away,” for

example, refers to a fable at the novel’s beginning where a beautiful swan is

confiscated from a woman when she comes to America. With only one

___________ remaining, she is forced to remember all those she has left behind.

___________of the third chapter refers to a custom whereby a

candle is burned at both ends the night of a wedding—a symbol of the

permanence of the marriage vow. And the book’s overall title, The Joy Luck

Club, is a complex symbol, a group of women linked by fate, but also a

common Chinese expression whose translation into English alters it.

QUESTIONS

1. “The Twenty-Six Malignant Gates”—the title of section two—is the name of a

Chinese children’s book.The book warns of different dangers awaiting

unsuspecting children according to their birth dates.The gates do not literally

exist.They express the possibility of danger or bad luck in everyday life. Why does

Tan use this symbol as the title of a section? Why is the number of gates so

precise? Why should we see them as gates rather than, say, pitfalls or traps?

2. What warnings do the daughters ignore to their own harm? What sorrow/ loss does each daughter experience? How does each mother try to protect her daughter from “danger”? How does this connect to the vignette?
3.

Ghosts: Read and fill in the blanks!

Chinese scholar, sociologist, and anthropologist

Xiaotong Fei referred to America as the “land

without ghosts.” For immigrants, the American

landscape lacked the layers of past ancestors,

households, and journeys woven throughout the

Chinese homeland. A sense of the difference

between a Chinese ghost and an American ghost

can inform how we read The Joy Luck Club.

Viewed from a Chinese perspective, American

ghosts were shallow, lacked depth, and served

primarily as the matter for children’s tales. Chinese

ghosts and the spirits in Tan’s novel are far more

than the supernatural presence of the undead.

One of the greatest novels of Chinese literature,

Dream of the Red Chamber, depicts the story of

two Chinese families living in Beijing during the

18th century. The hero has been reincarnated from

a living stone left behind by a goddess. Other

characters are reincarnations from the hero’s former

life as the stone. The story is framed by the hero’s

“dream of a red chamber.” The dream sheds more

light on the tribulations of human life than the

hero might surmise on his own. In keeping with

Buddhist beliefs, the daily, tangible life of the

body is a dream life. As we come closer to

enlightenment, we “awaken” from this dream

life to see the true world.

Ghosts can bring information from true reality

into this world. Further, ghosts can provide us with

hints as to our former lives and our future fates.

In the present, we are often reflecting back on

our former lives and contemplating our future

reincarnations. As a result, past, present, and future

weave tightly together, only artificially separated to

make our analysis easier. Fei explains, “Life in its

creativity changes the absolute nature of time: it

makes past into present––no, it melds past,

present, and future into one inextinguishable,

multilayered scene, a three-dimensional body.

This is what ghosts are.” One writer on migration,

Adam MacKeown, notes that ghosts represent “an

intangible specter of the past that inhabited and

affected the present.”

While Tan explicitly refers to ghosts numerous

times, we might also hear the echo of ghosts in

repeated symbols. For example, the novel begins as

a swan is torn from a woman during immigration

processing. She is left with one feather. Birds

appear and re-appear throughout the novel. Are

they the reincarnation of this former, the true bird?

Are they ghosts of a true-bird? An-Mei’s mother

tells of a ___________ that hatches seven _____________ of

joy. Ying-ying St. Clair tells of a bird domesticated

to catch fish. When Chinese peasants refuse to

suffer, the birds _____________, falling from the sky.

Somehow, Tan’s birds are the ghostly indicator of

__________________ or joy throughout generations.

__________________ (character name) remains most connected with

the world of ghosts. Her second self enters this

realm to meet the Moon Lady. Her musings

demonstrate that she has “lost herself” to the other

world. She worries that she has no spirit to pass on

to her daughter and that Lena has also become a

ghost. It is Tan’s stories, however, that let loose the

spirit, a “hard, shiny and clear” link to past,

memorialized for the next generation.

Returning to the text:

An-mei Hsu says,“My

grandmother told me _________________________________________________” (42). Later, Lena St. Clair says of the terrors that frightened her mother,

“I watched over the years _________________________________________” (103). 
Bring it together!

A ghost, in Chinese culture, is a rich

_________ , suggestive of multiple meanings. 

Section III: American Translation
QUESTIONS

1. Define translation:

2. Is DIRECT translation always possible between two cultures/ languages?

3. Define reflection:

4. How does the idea of reflection work with the idea of translation in this chapter?

5. What lessons do we learn about translation in the stories that constitute “American Translation”?
6. How are the daughters translations/reflections of their mothers? Be specific.

7. How does Tan come full circle with the warnings from chapter 2? How does this help culminate the idea of translation?

8. How do the events in this chapter tie back to the vignette?

