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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

Published in 2001, The Bonesetter’s Daughter is Amy Tan’s most 

autobiographical novel among others.  Like all the other Tan’s novels, 

mother-daughter relationships and identity formation are major themes in The 

Bonesetter’s Daughter.  Although The Bonesetter’s Daughter inherits Tan’s 

story-telling tradition of mother-daughter complex, eventual reconciliation between 

the mothers and the daughters, and emotional return to Chinese heritage, it discusses 

these issues in a broader perspective.  In The Bonesetter’s Daughter the 

mother-daughter relationship is triple: the grandmother and the mother, the mother 

and the daughter, and the mother-like daughter and the child-like mother.  That is to 

say, the mother-daughter relationship has transformed from two generations to three 

generations, and that makes the mother-daughter relationship more complex, for it 

involves more than the relationship of the Chinese mother and American-born 

daughter, but also that of the Chinese mother and Chinese daughter.  Moreover, the 

use of ghost in the story symbolizes identity ambiguity of those mothers and 

daughters.  The ghost image and strong mystic atmosphere in The Bonesetter’s 

Daughter are not accidental.  Throughout her life, Amy Tan is deeply influenced by 

her mother’s belief of ghost and has been haunted by the idea of death and ghost since 

her childhood.  In her memoir, The Opposite of Fate, she says: “Thanks to my 

mother, I was raised to have a morbid imagination.  She often talked about death as 

warning, as an unavoidable matter of fact” (Tan 17).  To Tan, death is not only a 

means of warning, but also the threat by her mother whenever she was depressed or 

needed attention from her daughter.  After the loss of her father and elder brother 
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from brain tumors at her age of 15 and 16, her mother began to believe that she could 

see and communicate with ghosts.  Tan recalls: 

        […] [B]ecause my mother still believed I was sensitive to the other world, 

she often asked me to use a Ouija board to communicate with the ghosts of 

my father, my brother, and sometimes […] my grandmother. (Tan, Fate 25) 

This peculiar childhood experience explains the mystic atmosphere surrounding The 

Bonesetter’s Daughter.  The ghost haunts for a certain reason.  It haunts because it 

lacks a proper identity.  Once its identity is justified, it haunts no more. 

 As aforementioned, The Bonesetter’s Daughter is a story about intertwining 

mother-daughter relationships in three generations.  The grandmother, nicknamed 

Precious Auntie, is a bonesetter’s daughter.  She had lived a tragic life since her 

wedding day: her father and her fiancé died on the same day, because they 

encountered robbers during the marriage parade.  Desperate as she was, she tried to 

commit suicide by drinking down hot boiling ink oil but was rescued by her future 

family-in-law.  Her face was, however, severely disfigured that made her unable to 

talk ever since.  Soon, she learned that there was a life blooming in her body, a gift 

that was given on the day when she experienced the forbidden joy before the 

marriage. 

 Ten months later, she gave birth to a girl baby named LuLing Liu.  In order to 

conceal this disgraceful fact of her illegitimate daughter, her family-in-law decided to 

cover up the real identity of Precious Auntie.  The bonesetter’s daughter, therefore, 

raised her daughter in the position of a nanny, and could never be called mother by 

her own daughter.  When LuLing grew up, Precious Auntie revealed the location that 

hid divining bones, which were later confirmed to be priceless because American 

archeologists claimed that they were the remains of Peking Man. 
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 When LuLing was old enough for marriage, she intended to marry the son of the 

Chang family due to the consideration of their economical status.  As LuLing 

declared her decision, Precious Auntie learned that Chang’s father was the one who 

caused her tragedy.  He was the one that commanded the robbers to kill her father to 

win her over.  In order to stop this marriage, Precious Auntie left a letter to LuLing 

to reveal her true identity, that is: she is LuLing’s biological mother.  However, 

LuLing refused to read the letter.  Finally, the desperate Precious Auntie committed 

suicide in hope to stop LuLing from marrying the son of the Changs.  After LuLing 

learned the whole truth, she hurried to the gorge where Precious Auntie’s body was 

dumped.  She failed, and ever since that she is haunted by the ghost of Precious 

Auntie, and the curse of not bringing the divining bones back to the cave. 

 Years later, LuLing’s American-born daughter, Ruth, learned the dramatic life 

story of her mother and grandmother through reading her mother’s memoir, which her 

mother gave her years ago.  Because of LuLing’s Alzheimer’s disease, Ruth started 

to read her mother’s transcript to preserve the memory of the past.  At last, Ruth 

reconciled with her mother, and found out Precious Auntie’s real name, which was a 

symbol of reconstructing their Chinese heritage and self-consciousness. 

 Self-consciousness and the memory of the past therefore are closely 

interconnected with each other in The Bonesetter’s Daughter.  Weaving her mother’s 

Chinese experiences into the story, Tan’s Chinese imagination and understanding, 

hence, are products based on her mother’s memories.  Mother’s memories of the past 

supply not only writing materials for Tan, but also the key factor of shaping her ethnic 

self.  Ben Xu explains that the Chinese imagination based on memory is not for 

historical correspondence, but for identity construction: 

          Memory narrative does not represent a perfect equivalent of the events it 
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purports to describe.  It goes beyond the actuality of events to the 

determination of their coherency as an existential situation, and this general 

picture of life in turn assigns exemplary values to the events that are 

awakened in memory by a functioning mentality. (45) 

Therefore, in Tan’s novels, by sharing the mother’s memories, the American-born 

daughters can reconstruct their imagined Chinese identity.  In other words, the 

Chinese identity of the American-born daughter is bound to the Chinese mother’s 

memory of the past.  Xu clarifies the relation between memory of the past and 

identity formation.  However, he does not explicate how the mother’s memory 

passes on to the daughter and how it helps to form ethnic subjectivity1. 

 The memory sharing is always realized by the way of storytelling.  To tell the 

story, the Chinese mothers and daughters must break the silence caused by cultural 

misunderstandings and linguistic gaps.  Marina Heung discusses the function of 

breaking silence in her essay.  She indicates that the breaking of silence is the key to 

storytelling, which helps to arouse new self-consciousness: 

        In the tradition of breaking silence that has become one of the shaping 

myths in the writings of women of color, maternal silence in the novel is 

transformed from a medium of self-inscription and subjectivity into an 

instrument of intersubjectivity and dialogue.  For the mothers, storytelling 

                                                
1 The terms of identity, subjectivity, and consciousness are frequently used by different critics.  

It is hard to narrow them down to a specific definition of those terms.  However, according to A 
Concise Glossary of Cultural Theory, identity is “a sign that the concept is in crisis (Brooker 109).”  
Therefore,"[c]ontemporary identities can therefore be fluid or consciously delimited (Brooker 109).”  
Similar to identity, subjectivity is a complex idea, for it “problematizes the simple relationship between 
the individual and language, replacing human nature with the concept of production of the human 
subject through ideology, discourse or language (Ashcroft 220).”  As for consciousness, it refers to a 
“set of attitudes, ideas and values characterizing the status of awareness and thus self-identity of an 
individual, group, or social class (Brooker 40).”  The three terms seem to be interchangeable, for in 
the postcolonial understanding, they all ask a question of “who am I?”  However, throughout the 
thesis, I use the term “consciousness” particularly, because what I wish to argue is how the three 
women, Precious Auntie, LuLing, and Ruth view themselves, and what kind of awareness do they gain 
after they negotiate and communicate with each other.  The main issue in this thesis is how they 
re-define themselves through the acts of writing autobiographies and articulating by alternative means. 
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heals past experiences of loss and separation; it is also a medium for 

rewriting stories of oppression and victimization into parables of 

self-affirmation and individual empowerment. (Heung 91-92) 

  In order to tell the story and to reconstruct Chinese identity, the American-born 

daughters and Chinese immigrant mothers must go through intense cultural conflicts 

as a means to reach mutual understandings.  Unlike most critics who focus on how 

the conflicts are generated and resolved, Pin-chia Feng concentrates on the conflicts 

themselves in psychoanalytic points of view.  She discovers that within the conflicts 

hide contradictory psychologies of both Oedipus and matricidal complexes (Feng 

125).  Feng indicates that in Tan’s novels, almost every mother is dead or facing the 

crisis of death, that is, the loss of memory.  As a matter of fact, in The Bonesetter’s 

Daughter, Precious Auntie committed suicide to protect LuLing, who is suffering 

Alzheimer’s disease in her old ages; Suyuan, the mother of Jing-Mei in The Joy Luck 

Club, is already dead in the story.  All those daughters, who live under the pressure 

of their mothers’ “good intentions,” wish to resist and fight against their dominant 

mothers; on the other hand, they are afraid to face the emptiness and the gap left by 

the mother’s death or memory loss, which is the key to reconstruct their Chinese 

identity (Feng 125).  The struggle to regain the Chinese identity thus is like a ghost 

that haunts the American-born daughters.  This is why in The Bonesetter’s Daughter, 

Precious Auntie, who represents the Chinese heritage, appears as a ghost that 

distresses the living ones.  Feng subjects the ghost theme in the novel to 

psychoanalytical explanations.  She reasons that ghost is actually something 

“uncanny,” which is once familiar to everyone but is now forgotten, and further 

creates an effect of “unhomely” (126). 2   In order to feel “at home,” the 

                                                
2 Homi Bhabha uses the concept of “unhomely” to discuss the trauma and by-effects left by 
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American-born daughters hence have to face the Chinese phantom to regain their 

Chinese identity. 

Feng points out the importance for the daughters to face the Chinese “uncanny;” 

however, she fails to explain how the American-born daughters cross the cultural 

boundary to make the “uncanny” homely.  Hetty Lanier Keaton specifies that word is 

key to familiarize the “uncanny.”  First, she argues that Precious Auntie is not the 

only one ghost in The Bonesetter’s Daughter, LuLing and Ruth3, are both symbolic 

ghosts.  In addition, she designates the three ghosts as hungry ones.  As she 

elucidates: 

        They [Precious Auntie, LuLing, and Ruth] are now connecting through 

conversations that take place between the living and the dead, but the 

women discover that once they have begun feeding on each other’s words 

they become insatiable. (Keaton 208) 

The words, hence, are food that Precious Auntie tries to feed her daughter and 

granddaughter for their need of self-consciousness.  Eleanor Ty explains that “the 

longing for the traditions and foods of the past, are tied intimately to the search for 

origins, to the yearning for the lost real which is often associated with the maternal 

body” (qtd. in Keaton 212-213).  The longing for word is therefore a desire for 

self-consciousness.  Hui-juan Wu expands the longing for word in the narrative 

perspective with its relation to identity formation.  In her thesis, she argues that the 

act of writing is a way to form identity: 

        Tan’s depiction of the protagonist’s becoming a writer, which further refers 

                                                                                                                                       
American slave system in Toni Morrison’s Beloved (Feng 126). 

3 Keaton specifies that Precious Auntie, LuLing, and Ruth are ghosts hungry for food of words. 
The ghost of Precious Auntie is hungry because her words are not acknowledged by LuLing. LuLing’s 
refusal to read Precious Auntie’s writing causes the death of her own mother. As for LuLing, her 
writing of her own life story is ignored by Ruth for a certain time. While Ruth, who is a symbolic 
hungry ghost because she is leftover, “condemned to eat the leftovers of her family’s communication” 
(218). 
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to the public articulation and construction of ethnicity.   In so doing, the 

relation between writers and readers, and the significance of textual 

representation in relation to identity formation are implicitly presented.  

That is, the novel demonstrates how identity formation is related to 

narratives, and it further indicates that identity is the product of social 

construction and thus can be re-appropriated, re-invented, and re-inscribed. 

(Wu 48) 

Keaton’s and Wu’s emphases on hungry ghost and the act of writing are in fact the 

discussion of language and its relation to identity formation.  Their viewpoints, 

although seem quite different, actually point to the same direction, and reinforce the 

significance of language for identity formation. 

As aforementioned, language is crucial to identity formation.  Paradoxically 

speaking, the three female protagonists are silenced in certain ways.  They are 

unable to tell the truth through normal speech acts, or, even when they talk, their 

voice is unheard and neglected.  Bella Adams analyzes the silence effect in The 

Bonesetter’s Daughter, and concludes that the speechlessness of Precious Auntie is a 

symbol that “subaltern woman cannot speak” (141).  She explains that without a 

voice to speak for herself, Precious Auntie “[is] marginalized not only from [her] 

famil[y] but also from language, history and culture.  Paradoxically perhaps, this 

marginalization is historically achieved, relying on historical representations of 

femininity that demand ‘silence and obedience’ from Chinese women” (Adams 141).  

According to Adams, the silence of Precious Auntie reinforces the subaltern image of 

Chinese women in Chinese patriarchal society. 

 Discussing the linguistic importance, Wu suggests that identity is fluid and 

flexible, for it can be “re-appropriated, re-invented, and re-inscribed” (48).  Malini 



8 
 

Johar Schueller further indicates that narration in Tan’s novels reflects the discursive 

identity of Chinese women.  She explains that the fusion of myth, fantasy, and facts 

in narration questions and challenges “the truth status of a national history” (81).  

Moreover, the multiple forms of narrative “[suggest] that ethnic origins are always 

created and recreated in the complex process of social representation” (Schueller 81).  

In Schueller’s point of view, the mixture of narrative forms not only represents 

multiple subjectivities for women of color, but also challenges the myth of 

unbreakable truth in dominant history, in which minor voices are erased. 

 

Theoretical Framework and Thesis 

 Most studies on Amy Tan’s The Bonesetter’s Daughter emphasize the importance 

of traumatic memories in the formation of the ethnic subjectivity, as well as the 

importance of the ghost narrative design.  In The Bonesetter’s Daughter, the 

traumatic past is closely related to ghost haunting.  The perpetual ghost haunting 

symbolizes the continuous effects of the traumatic past on the living ones.  In order 

to get rid of the haunting ghost, the living ones must face their traumatic past to 

reshape their self-consciousness.  Since ghost haunting and traumatic past are major 

themes in The Bonesetter’s Daughter, I will scrutinize the silence that causes ghost 

haunting and traumatic past in relation to identity loss and identity regaining. 

 Critics, like Feng and Keaton, agree that ghost haunting is strongly associated 

with identity loss.  The ghost haunting represents the need to regain an appropriate 

identity.  This need, as Wu and Schueller point out, must be realized through words.  

Nevertheless, the question of how the three silenced female protagonists articulate for 

themselves to gain their self-consciousness is unanswered.  The three silenced 

women thus face not only cultural conflicts but also communication gaps.  To gain 
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their self-consciousness they must voice for themselves.  Even though silence is 

articulated eventually, the process of how the silenced women try to voice for 

themselves demonstrates their agency and subversive power.  Therefore, why the 

three women are silenced and how the silence is articulated are the questions that this 

thesis wishes to answer. 

 In order to find out how the silence is articulated, the reason that causes the 

silence must first be scrutinized.  Precious Auntie is silenced because she is a ghost.  

As a ghost, she lacks a concrete figural form to speak for herself, and to make her 

intentions known; therefore she haunts.  As a result, the “unspeakability4” is a 

decisive feature of a ghost.  However, “unspeakability” is not only a trait of Precious 

Auntie’s ghost, but also that of LuLing and Ruth, for they are unable to speak to some 

extent.  LuLing’s “unspeakability” comes from her Alzheimer’s disease.  The 

disease confuses her thoughts and makes her speech unaccountable to others.  Albeit 

she is able to speak, she is disconnected with and is ignored by others.  That is to say, 

she is silenced even though she is heard.  In addition, the mothers, Precious Auntie 

and LuLing, are unwilling to talk about the past because it is painful and disgraceful.  

Therefore, the “unspeakability” for the mothers is due to the concealment of the past.  

As for Ruth, she is silenced because of cultural gaps.  She always hides her true 

feelings in front of her mother, because her mother’s Chinese mentality does not help 

her understand her daughter’s Americanized behaviors.  Furthermore, she is often 

silenced in front of her husband.  Ruth always compromises with her husband when 

they have conflicts.  Caught up between her Chinese mother and American family, 

she wishes to be a perfect daughter, a perfect wife, and a perfect mother at the same 

time, but in fact, no one appreciates her efforts.  Eventually, she conceals her real 

                                                
4 The “unspeakability” discussed in this thesis indicates the phenomena and variations of muteness: 
unwillingness to speak, disability to talk, and negligence to talk. 



10 
 

intentions in front of everyone as a means of silent compromise, which she considers 

the only way to satisfy everyone. “Unspeakability” hence is a shared characteristic of 

the three women in distinctive ways.  Therefore, I will focus on the “unspeakablity” 

of women in three generations, to analyze how it shapes the female consciousness 

through the help of Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism. 

The theoretical framework adopted in this thesis is Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of 

dialogism.  In Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, Bakhtin challenges 

Saussurian linguistics of “abstract objectivism,” which “perceives language as a stable, 

normative, closed system of linguistic signs [that] operates according to its own 

self-contained laws, irrespective of individual consciousness or creativity” (Reader 

25).  Bakhtin argues that Saussurian theory neglects the social nature of language.  

He explains that the meaning of a word is not constantly unchangeable.  In fact, it 

changes in accordance with social actuality.  That is to say, meaning is social and 

ideological.  It is always open to different interpretations.  As a result, meaning is 

not dogmatic and authoritative, but subversive and fluid in essence. 

Bakhtin further elucidates the relation between word and meaning.  In his 

theory of dialogism, the meaning formation has three components: a word, a meaning, 

and an ideology.  He reasons that a word does not bear meaning itself.  A word is 

meaningful only in the social environment.  In other words, the meaning of a word is 

not given internally.  A word can have its meaning only through the interaction with 

external reality.  Even though a word does not produce meaning itself, it is crucial in 

the system of meaning formation because it is the “most sensitive index of social 

change” (Bakhtin, Reader 49).  That is to say, to understand the social change, a 

word is the minimum unit to initiate the meaning.  As a result, to comprehend how 

meaning functions, the interactions of sign and word are important to offer objective 
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overviews.  However, meaning does not stop at this level, for it continues to interact 

with a greater external world to form ideology, that is, the meaning of social 

consensus called ideology.  Therefore, language, whether it appears in a form of a 

word, a meaning, or an ideology, is essentially dialogic (Bakhtin, Reader 51), for it 

“means communication [and interaction] between simultaneous differences” (Clark 9).  

To Bakhtin, language is a process of negotiation between differences in social 

environment.  Bakhtin concentrates on the difference and diversity of language that 

he wants to unravel the hidden voices unheard to the dominant society.  As Katerina 

Clark points out that Bakhtin “devotes [his] attention to difference, variety, and 

alterity because he wishes to find connections that are hidden to eyes less accustomed 

to such extreme degrees of plurality and otherness.” (10)  This is the main reason 

Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism is adopted in this thesis, for it offers opportunity to 

scrutinize how the “unspeakability” is articulated by the silenced women. 

  Although Bakhtin is preoccupied with the nature of language, in his theory of 

dialogism, communicative function does not only belong to language system, because 

“it is present in exchanges at all levels—between words in language, people in society, 

organisms in ecosystems, and even between processes in the natural world” (Holquist 

41).  The exchanges or communications can take place outside language system for 

the meaning can “reflect” and “refract” different realities: 

        Any ideological product is not only itself a part of a reality (natural or 

social), just as is any physical body, any instrument of production, or any 

product for consumption, it also, in contradistinction to these other 

phenomena, reflects and refracts another reality outside itself.  Everything 

ideological possesses meaning: it represents, depicts, or stands for 

something lying outside itself.  In other words, it is a sign. Without signs 
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there is no ideology. (Bakhtin, Reader 50, original emphasis) 

By the process of “refraction” and “reflection,” meanings can be perpetually produced 

and the different realities can be presented.  In Bakhtinian understanding, meaning is 

not necessarily produced by word or language, but can be produced also through signs 

and acts. 

 To Bakhtin, signs function in two levels: micro and macro.  The micro level is 

individual consciousness, whereas the macro level indicates meaning production 

embodied in ideological realities, such as religion, politics, education, and so on.  As 

aforementioned, the macro level of signs is operated through “reflection” and 

“refraction,” which mirror and display multiple phases of social realties.  Similarly, 

the micro level of signs must undergo social exchanges: 

        [T]he existence of signs is only possible between socially organized beings.  

Hence the concept of the sign provides the basis for an objective 

sociological understanding of individual consciousness and ideology. 

(Bakhtin, Reader 49) 

Even though Bakhtin incessantly stresses the importance of social exchange in 

language, this does not mean that he ignores individual value. He asserts that 

individual consciousness is not independent from the external reality.  That is to say, 

“human consciousness does not come into contact with existence directly, but through 

the medium of the surrounding ideological world” (Freedman 6). 

Bakhtin concludes that the individual and social systems of meaning are 

constantly changing and influencing each other.  He asserts that “[t]he word as the 

ideological phenomenon par excellence exists in continuous generation and change; it 

sensitively reflects all social shifts and alterations.  In the vicissitudes of the word 

are the vicissitudes of the society of word-users” (Bakhtin, Reader 71).  Meaning, or 
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word, therefore is strongly social-oriented, and is never self-satisfactory. 

 The Bakhtinian perspective on language and meaning thus opens up an 

alternative possibility of reading women’s writing.  In feminist point of view, as 

Nancy Glazener investigates, a Bakhtinian reading of women’s writing provides 

subversive power in patriarchal dominance.  She demonstrates two major 

contributions that Bakhtin makes for feminist reading: 

          First, his assertion that literature represents a struggle among 

socio-ideological languages unsettles the patriarchal myth that there could 

be a language of truth transcending relations of power and desire.  Second, 

Bakhtin’s insistence that words and discourses have socially differential 

significance implies that linguistic and literary forms are necessarily shaped 

by the gender relations that structure society. (Glazener 155-156) 

Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism suggests that every linguistic possibility can be realized 

through dialogic formation.  Nothing can be totally silenced.  Every phenomenon in 

the world will find a way to articulate regardless of how it is oppressed.  As 

Gasbarrone obverses: 

          Dialogic discourse is radically present, a ‘living mix of varied and opposing 

voices,’ a process of ‘interanimation’ in which self and other create one 

another continually. Bakhtin welcomes rupture, transgression, and 

subversion of the language of authority. (5) 

 Bakhtin indicates that there is a subversive power that lies within every kind of 

speech act. This thesis will therefore study the “unspeakability” in the Bakhtinian 

concept of language, to argue that the “unspeakability” in The Bonesetter’s Daughter 

is not total silence.  What it appears to be silence at the first glance actually 

exchanges meanings.  The “unspeakability” seems to create a gap for 
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communication and thus is one of the important factors that cause identity loss.  

However, by applying Bakhtin’s dialogic theory, we are able to locate a 

communicative possibility within “unspeakability,” hence erasing the gap produced 

by it.  As a result, the communicative “unspeakability” in fact fills up the gap and 

produces a possibility for identity reconstruction. 

 “Unspeakability” is performed differently by Precious Auntie, LuLing, and Ruth.  

As aforementioned, Precious Auntie’s “unspeakability” is ghost haunting.  Her lack 

of material form to articulate for herself initiates the ghost haunting.  Paradoxically 

speaking, ghost haunting is a way to voice, that is, to make the living ones know her 

unfulfilled wishes.  Apart from ghost haunting, Precious Auntie’s “unspeakability” is 

articulated through the act of committing suicide and of writing a letter.  The act of 

committing suicide makes the concealment of Precious Auntie’s real identity known 

to the public.  The act of writing the letter reveals the reason why she must hide her 

true identity and why she disapproves LuLing’s marriage to the Chang family. 

 LuLing’s “unspeakability” is attributable to her Alzheimer’s disease.  The 

disease keeps her from talking logically and alienates her from her daughter and 

granddaughters.  Interestingly, even though Alzheimer’s disease is the factor that 

initiates her “unspeakability,” it opens the opportunity for her to speak the truth.  

LuLing, like Precious Auntie, tries hard to conceal the truth of her disgraceful past.  

Yet, under the effect of Alzheimer’s disease, LuLing forgets to lie about her past.  

What she says is actually the truth which has long been buried in her memory.  As 

for Ruth, her “unspeakability” lies in cultural gaps and neglects by others.  Caught 

up in the dilemma of being a daughter who has a Chinese mother and a wife who has 

an American husband, Ruth is forced to face the endless cultural combats between the 

two cultures.  She struggles to reconcile the two cultural differences but somehow 
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fails and her efforts are unappreciated.  As a result, she goes away and keeps silent 

for a while.  When she is totally silent, her family and her mother finally realize how 

important she is.  Her “unspeakabilty” therefore, is articulated through her silent 

protests. 

 Yet the three women’s “unspeakability” can never be fully silenced.  As 

Bakhtin points out, in every single sign, act, or word inherently lies the possibility to 

speak out.  The articulation of their “unspeakability” is realized through ghost 

haunting, the act of committing suicide and writing, Alzheimer’s disease, and silent 

protests.  The essence of “unspeakability” can in fact be also subversive and 

discursive. 

 Apart from the “unspeakability,” the traumatic memory is also crucial in the 

reconstruction of ethnic identity.  Only through the sharing of traumatic memory can 

the women in three generations reunite and be bound by their Chinese heritage.  

Unlike Tan’s other novels, in which traumatic memory is shared by oral storytelling, 

in The Bonesetter’s Daughter it is shared by written stories.  Gloria Shen elucidates 

that storytelling helps construct intercommunication between mother and daughter 

and makes dialogue possible: “The sharing of cultural experiences between mothers 

and daughters through the device of storytelling transforms structurally isolated 

monologues into meaningful dialogues.” (Shen 114) The “unspeakability” and the 

sharing of past memory, altogether reconstruct the ethnic subjectivity.  In The 

Bonesetter’s Daughter, the “unspeakability” serves as a word, which is the minimum 

unit in the Bakhtinian understanding of meaning formation.  The “unspeakability” is 

meaningless if it does not interact with the external reality.  That is to say, for the 

“unspeakability” to articulate it has to proceed through social exchanges.  Even 

though the three silenced women finally make their “unspeakability” speak, it is not 
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enough.  Their “unspeakability” must continue to interact with one another to reach 

mutual understandings, that is, ideology that constructs their ethnic self. 

 The continuation of the “unspeakability” interaction is operated through the 

sharing of past memory.  The memory of the past is shared by the three women via 

written stories.  Through writing and reading stories, the meanings of the 

“unspeakability” are re-produced and re-shaped.  The daughters like LuLing and 

Ruth thus can understand why the past is unspeakable, what the past means to them, 

where they come from and who they really are by sharing the story of the past.  The 

past is the ideology that encompasses the three women’s individual consciousness and 

the meanings of the “unspeakability.”  As Bakhtin demonstrates in his dialogism, the 

individual consciousness must be recognized within the social reality.  The sharing 

of the past hence is like the social ideology that concludes the construction of the 

three women’s ethnic identity. 

 

Chapter Layout 

 To study female identity formation in Amy Tan’s The Bonesetter’s Daughter, I 

will discuss how identity first comes into crisis and how it is later reconstructed in 

Chapter Two and Three.  In Chapter Two, the cause of identity loss will be 

demonstrated.  By discussing the silence effect of the three women’s 

“unspeakability,” I will explicate how these women are silenced in patriarchal society 

and how the loss of voice generates the loss of identity.  To analyze the 

“unspeakability,” I will apply Bakhtin’s dialogism to argue that these silenced women 

are not subaltern ones that cannot speak for themselves.  Although they are silenced 

by the “unspeakability,” which seems to eliminate their consciousness by disallowing 

them to tell their stories, it in fact initiates the possibility for them to speak.  That is 



17 
 

to say, the “unspeakability” cannot absolutely silence them.  Moreover, the 

“unspeakability” is presented differently by each woman.  For Precious Auntie, her 

“unspeakability” is the muteness and shame that keeps her from telling the truth; for 

LuLing, it is her dementia that keeps her from truthful speaking; and for Ruth, her 

“unspeakability” is the cultural gaps that make her unable to speak for herself.  To 

three of them, their “unspeakability” is totally personal that cannot be broken through.  

However, their “unspealability” is like the minimum unit of word that bears meaning 

and is anxious to communicate with external reality.  In this regard, the 

“unspeakability” is not a self-enclosed whole; instead, it contains the possibility to 

articulate. 

 In Chapter Three, I will continue to discuss the “unspeakability” and to explain 

how it actually interacts with the outside world to reshape self-consciousness.  In 

order to articulate the “unspeakability,” the act of sharing the past memory must be 

executed.  Through the act of sharing the past memory by autobiographical writing, 

interaction is thus generated by the roles of author and reader.  Therefore, memory 

sharing is the inception of social exchanges, which will later produce meaning, that is, 

the consciousness.  This is why Precious Auntie must write down her story to reveal 

who she really is; whereas LuLing has to recount the story of hers and Precious 

Auntie’s in her manuscripts; and Ruth has to read the stories.  The act of 

autobiographical writing and reading thus creates the chance for interaction: without 

autobiographical writing there is no interaction; likewise, without the act of reading 

the interaction cannot be made.  Moreover, only by the sharing of past memory can 

consciousness be constituted.  The memory of the past hence serves as social 

ideology shared by the three heroines in the novel.  In addition, autobiographical 

writing is not the only way of articulation.  Other alternative means such as 
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committing suicide, the ghost haunting, the writing in the sand, dementia, and silence, 

are the potentiality of articulation.  However, the three heroines in the novel need to 

express through those non-spoken methods, because they are silenced.  Furthermore, 

even though they do speak, the oral communication fails to construct interaction 

between the three women in the novel.  That is to say, the alternative means of 

articulation are needed, for the oral communication is dysfunctional.  The alternative 

methods of articulation prove that possibility of articulation exists in “unspeakability” 

itself, and they contain subversive power to challenge the dominant society. 

 In Chapter Four, the limits of the alternative means of articulation will be 

clarified.  Although the alternative means promise the possibility for the silenced 

women to articulate for themselves, there are limits: whether the ultimate 

reconciliations between mother and daughter can be achieved is still a question.  The 

grandmother Precious Auntie is dead; the mother LuLing suffers the Alzheimer’s, and 

the granddaughter, Ruth is detached from the past.  The ultimate reconciliations for 

them are untouchable but only imaginable.  Even if the ultimate reconciliations are 

impossible, they do not deny the importance of the alternative means of articulation.  

Through the alternative methods of articulation, the three women in Tan’s novel 

demonstrate their agency and consciousness. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


