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Chapter Two 

Self-consciousness and “Unspeakability” 

 

 In order to sort out how different consciousnesses interrelate with one another, 

the problematic fixed self-consciousness must first be discussed.  The problem of 

Precious Auntie, LuLing, and Ruth, is that they only dare to reveal the unitary phase 

of self.  And the cause of one-dimensional revelations of self is due to the lack of 

intercommunication.  Therefore, the relationship of the unitary phase of self and the 

lack of intercommunication shall be examined in this chapter. 

 

Fixed Self-consciousness as an Outsider 

 The three women in The Bonesetter’s Daughter, Precious Auntie, LuLing, and 

Ruth perceive themselves as outsiders, who are illegitimate in their society.  

Although in different times and space, they are outsiders in different ways; inevitably, 

they all feel detached from the society they live in.  In Precious Auntie’s case, 

compared to most of the women in her era, she is so independent and knowledgeable 

and that makes her completely distinct from the stereotypical perception of the more 

docile women of her time.  As Precious Auntie recalls how she was raised: 

          [My father] spoiled me, let me do whatever a son might do.  I learned to 

read and write, to ask questions, to play riddles, to write eight-legged 

poems, to walk alone and admire nature.  The old biddies used to warn 

him that it was dangerous that I was so boldly happy, instead of shy and 

cowering around strangers1. (Tan, Daughter 186-187) 

In the age which obedience and compliance are considered as women’s highest virtues, 

                                                
1 Because of her disability of speaking, Precious Auntie’s words are shown in italics throughout The 

Bonesetter’s Daughter. 
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the women are encouraged not to ask questions nor to desire.  Precious Auntie is 

indeed special in this conservative atmosphere.  And it is because of this uniqueness, 

people try to avoid her and regard her as an unlucky person.  Moreover, the villagers 

believe that she is the cause of the bad fortune to her family and responsible for her 

own tragic life.  It is obvious that Precious Auntie’s intelligence and erudition are not 

praised but scorned by people of her time. 

 Precious Auntie is therefore viewed as outsider not only by the villagers, but also 

by her own daughter and in-laws.  In her husband’s family, she is recognized as a 

nanny, who is a totally servant-like outsider that barely has any relation to the family: 

her existence is only functional.  The Liu family (Precious Auntie’s in-laws) 

brainwashes her own daughter, LuLing, with the idea that Precious Auntie is no more 

than a nursemaid to the family, and LuLing firmly believes so: 

        You think you’re so smart?  You’re still a silly baby. 

        “I’m not.  I don’t need you anymore.” 

        If you had a brain then you wouldn’t need me. 

        “You want to keep me here only so you won’t lose your position as 

nursemaid.” 

        Her face turned dark, as if she were choking.  Position?  You think I am 

here only for a lowly position as your nursemaid?  Ai-ya!  Why am I still 

alive to hear this child say such things? (Tan, Daughter 217) 

Precious Auntie is marginalized as an outsider in the family; however, she does not 

speak up for herself.  Instead, she is a victimizer who marginalizes herself as well.  

Even though she is strong and rebellious, she tolerates the harsh environment that her 

in-laws thrust upon her, and conceals her true identity to LuLing until the very end of 

her life, because the truth is unbearably shameful and bitter.  In front of her daughter, 



 

21 
 

she represents a surrogate mother image but her true identity as LuLing’s mother is 

denied.  Therefore, when Precious Auntie acts like an authoritative mother, LuLing 

tries to run away from her and denies her legitimacy. 

 Unlike Precious Auntie who is forced to present herself as an outsider in the 

position of a nanny, LuLing is an outcast banished by the Lius after Precious Auntie’s 

suicide.  After LuLing learns the story of Precious Auntie, she is haunted by the 

family tragedy and the ghost of Precious Auntie for the rest of her life.  Unsecured 

by her disgraceful past and regret for Precious Auntie’s death, LuLing unconsciously 

becomes an authoritative and worried mother.  In addition, the trauma of miserable 

past shadows LuLing’s life that turns her into a pessimistic and suspicious person.  

In her interpretation, every little change or sign in life is a prediction of disaster, 

which becomes a means for her to warn and protect her daughter from harm.  

Nevertheless, these Chinese superstitions and experience, as Yuan Yuan argues, “have 

always been reconstituted by the [mother] into narratives that carry out special 

missions: to control the fate of [her] ‘American-made’ [daughter]” (Yuan 295).  Her 

intention of protecting her daughter is thus a powerful vehicle of manipulating her 

daughter’s free will and life: 

        “Tell those girls [Ruth’s stepdaughters] to finish their fish.  Don’t let them 

waste food.” 

        “Fia, Dory, why aren’t you eating?” Ruth said.  […] 

        “You shouldn’t let them eat [junk food]!” LuLing scolded, continuing in 

Mandarin.  “Tell them you don’t allow this anymore.” 

        “Girls, I wish you wouldn’t ruin your appetites with junk food.” 

        “And I wish you two would stop talking like spies in Chinese,” Fia said.  

“It’s like really rude.” (Tan, Daughter 75) 
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The mother’s narratives, in this aspect, her speaking of Chinese and unwillingness to 

talk in English are more than a way of manipulation; they are a presentation of 

marginalization.  This marginal presentation of LuLing makes Ruth catch up in 

dilemma of two cultures: Chinese and American.  Ruth tries to negotiate and balance 

the two cultures, but her “either-or” and “neither-nor” situation make her an outsider 

between the two cultures. 

 Educated in the American way, Ruth is detached from Chinese culture, and 

despises Chinese logic.  Her understanding of Chinese-ness comes from her mother, 

LuLing.  To her, China is a faraway land full of misery and bitterness, a place that 

contributes to her mother’s unhappiness.  Furthermore, to Ruth, Chinese logic is 

totally unfathomable.  She couldn’t understand how little things that happened in her 

life might eventually result in misfortune, and how the strokes of a Chinese character 

would relate to its meaning: 

       [LuLing] made a horizontal stroke and asked Ruth if she could see what the 

picture was.  Ruth squinted and shook her head.  […] 

        “This line is like a beam of light.  Look, can you see it or not?” 

        To Ruth, the line looked like a sparerib picked clean of meat.  (Tan, 

Daughter 59) 

 Ironically speaking, even though Ruth was exposed to American education, she 

is an outsider in American society.  She inherits her mother’s characteristics of worry 

and superstition.  For instance, in Chinese belief, nine is the number of fullness, so 

when Ruth couldn’t recall the ninth thing that she should do, she is restless.  Aside 

from her Chinese belief, in life, she excludes herself and is excluded from white social 

circles.  She feels inferior to those glamorous American women when she becomes 

aware of her shabby outfit in the yoga room, and she wonders if her clumsy acts make 



 

23 
 

her look like a “tortured victim” or “one of those freaks [her] mother saw in China, 

boneless beggar boys who twisted themselves up for the amusement of others” (Tan, 

Daughter 27).  In this way of Chinese mentality Ruth distances herself in American 

society, whereas she is rejected from American family circle because of her 

illegitimacy.  Ruth is aware of how Art’s (her boyfriend) parents treat her and 

Miriam (Art’s ex-wife) differently: they gave Miriam family belongings, such as 

china and the sterling heirlooms, Ruth, on the other hand, only received gifts like 

perfume and scarf, which are beautiful but have no heirloom values.  Moreover, they 

never knew how to introduce Ruth properly, except for “This is Art’s, uh, Ruth” (Tan, 

Daughter 94). 

 As aforementioned, the three women of different generations in The Bonesetter’s 

Daughter are all conscious of their position as outsider.  Their “outsider-ness” is 

imposed by others and themselves.  In other words, they viztimize themselves and 

are victimized as well.  To Precious Auntie, she is considered unlucky by her fellow 

villagers, but she never defends herself and grudgingly accepts the position of 

nursemaid in the Liu family.  In LuLing’s case, she is a bastard daughter and an 

outcast by the Lius back in China; while her reluctance to speak English and adopt an 

American lifestyle turns her into an outsider in American society.  Ruth, trapped in 

two cultures, tries to compromise and hence has to give up part of her Americanness 

and Chineseness, or as a corollary, she can only absorb part of American and Chinese 

cultures.  Thus, she is denied but at the same time accepted by both American and 

Chinese society: she is an insider as well as an outsider. 

 

Unwillingness to Communicate: “Unspeakability” 

 The problem of Precious Auntie’s, LuLing’s and Ruth’s fixed self as outsider is 
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the unwillingness to communicate.  There are obstacles in their communications: 

they are afraid of making themselves heard.  The unwillingness to communicate is 

crucial to outsider formation because the silence makes the act of marginalizing the 

outsider legitimate.  The reasons why Precious Auntie, LuLing, and Ruth are 

silenced are diverse: Precious is silenced because she had a disgraceful past, which 

makes her unwilling to talk about it.  She had a bastard daughter, LuLing, because of 

her pre-marital sexual experience, which is shameful for a woman at that time.  In 

order to make LuLing legitimate in the Liu family, she had to conceal the truth to 

LuLing, and made her believe that she is the daughter of Big Ma of the family.  If the 

villagers knew that LuLing is Precious Auntie’s daughter, LuLing would be ridiculed 

and despised forever, and she would never have a secure future at all.  In short, the 

truth will ruin the rest of LuLing’s life, in order to protect her own daughter, Precious 

Auntie must not tell the truth. 

 Similar to Precious Auntie, LuLing’s unwillingness to tell the truth and to 

communicate is attributable to the unbearable past.  She is worried that Ruth may 

look down upon her once she learns that LuLing is in fact a bastard daughter and her 

grandmother, Precious Auntie was awfully disfigured.  Her other fear is that she may 

be sent back to China if American authorities find out that she lied about her identity: 

she had a dead husband back in China, and she is actually five years older than the 

birth date registered on her passport.  To LuLing, Ruth is her hope and the reason to 

live; she cannot afford to lose her if Ruth learns the truth. 

 As for Ruth, her unwillingness to communicate comes from the problem of 

family.  Having a dominant and authoritative mother like LuLing, Ruth is almost 

voiceless in the family and her opinions are always neglected.  LuLing’s authority is 

unquestionable: everytime Ruth talks back or tries to voice her ideas, LuLing would 
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threaten to die.  Ruth recalls one time when she told her mother, that if the 

neighbor’s dog really bothers her, she should take care of it herself, instead of asking 

Ruth to negotiate with her neighbor.  Then LuLing remained silent for a few minutes, 

and “burst like a geyser: ‘You wish I dead? You wish no mother tell you what to do? 

Okay, maybe I die soon!’” (Tan, Daughter 54).  To Ruth, her mother’s threats are so 

frequent and extreme they are almost unbearable.  She knows that it is dangerous to 

speak her true intentions because it may cause harmful result.  Gradually, she 

unconsciously hides her true feelings and swallows all the grief.  Her mother’s worry 

and authoritative attitude hurt Ruth, she wishes her mother can make some little 

changes, but she dares not tell her, for the consequences of her frankness may be 

agonizing.  Eventually, she is unwilling to communicate because even though she 

tries to communicate with her mother, she fails.  Moreover, Ruth has difficulty in 

merging into the American society.  Even though she was brought up in America, she 

does not totally fit in the American society.  Her mother’s Chinese mentality has 

strong influence upon Ruth.  Ruth is troubled by the cultural differences when 

hosting the Moon Festival Reunion: 

           “What’s that?” Ruth heard Boomer ask at the other table. He scowled at 

the jiggling mound of jellyfish as it swung by on the lazy Susan. 

    “Worms!” Dory teased. “Try some.” 

    “Ewww! Take it away! Take it away!” Boomer screamed. 

 Dory was hysterical with laughter. Art passed along the entire table’s worth 

of jellyfish to Ruth, and Ruth felt her stomach begin to ache. 

    More dishes arrived, each one stranger than the last, to judge by the 

expressions on the non-Chinese faces. […] Ruth had thought the kids would 

like those. She had thought wrong. (Tan, Daughter 98-99) 
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The cultural gap thus is one of the reasons that keep Ruth from revealing her thoughts 

and intentions, for she is trapped in the dilemma of two cultures. 

  

Varieties of “Unspeakability” 

For those women, the reason that they are unable to communicate, that is, 

“unspeakability” is more than psychological.  There are multiple obstacles that 

prevent them from communicating.  The varieties of “unspeakability” are exhibited 

through the three women in the novel.  To Precious Auntie, her “unspeakability” is 

due to her facial deformity and her unearthly existence as a ghost.  For LuLing, her 

battle with Alzheimer’s disease keeps her from talking logically. “Unspeakability” is 

also demonstrated through her awkward English, that is, a language gap.  Ruth also 

suffers from language barriers.  Her inability to speak Chinese alienates her from her 

mother’s true intentions.  In addition, the haunting of Precious Auntie’s ghost is so 

influential that she tries hard to forget the past from the nightmare. 

 Paradoxically speaking, although the three women go through certain extent of 

“unspeakability,” the daughters (LuLing and Ruth) are evitable to be the mouthpieces 

for their mothers (Precious Auntie and LuLing).  The mothers depend on their 

daughters to communicate with the external world.  This phenomenon reinforces the 

fact of the “unspeakability.”  Because of her deformity, Precious Auntie cannot make 

herself heard.  She could only speak through LuLing’s interpretations for her; 

otherwise, she is totally excluded from the external reality: 

        Chang is evil, […] he killed my father.  

        She made a rasping sound as if the whole of her throat would slough off. 

        […] Tell them, Doggie, tell them what I’m saying is true. […] 

        Before I could, Mother warned: “I don’t want to hear any more of her crazy 
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stories.  Do you hear me, Daughter?” […] 

        Tell them, she signaled.  But I turned to Mother, nodded, and said, “I 

heard” (Tan, Daughter 207-208). 

Without LuLing’s translation, Precious Auntie is completely silenced.  She speaks 

but no one could hear her except LuLing.  Even if LuLing speaks on behalf of her 

and translates her thoughts, they cannot be faithfully understood because it is indirect 

and biased.  Precious Auntie’s communication is fragile, for she cannot express 

herself but can only rely on someone else without her own control.  After Precious 

Auntie’s death, her ghostly existence entirely shuts down the window of 

communication.  Furthermore, suicide, as the powerful revenge and hatred, 

terminates the last possibility of reconciliation between Precious Auntie and LuLing, 

and becomes the deepest regret of LuLing for the rest of her life. 

 Even though she had been translating her mother’s intentions since childhood, 

LuLing is unable to communicate in a certain way.  The varieties of LuLing’s 

“unspeakability” are performed through the effects of Alzheimer’s disease and 

language gap.  Under the effects of Alzheimer’s, LuLing cannot think and talk 

logically, and gradually people isolate and make fun of her because no one could 

understand her: 

        “I once drive to Himalaya, long ways by myself,” LuLing bragged. 

“Himalaya very high up, close to moon.”   

Art and the girls exchanged baffled looks.  […] 

        “You can’t drive to the Himalayas from here.” 

         LuLing frowned.  “Why you say this?”  […] 

        “You just can’t.  I mean, you’re crazy if you think—“ 

        “Okay I crazy!”  LuLing sputtered.  “Why you should believe me? […] 
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Maybe I die soon! Then everybody happy!”  (Tan, Daughter 110-111) 

Ruth, like LuLing, who has been conveying her mother’s thoughts throughout her life, 

tries to figure out of the maze of Alzheimer’s for LuLing.  She wishes to reason for 

her mother, in this way, she hope that she might prevent the disease from getting 

worse.  Although she failed, the disease opens up an opportunity for her to know the 

truth of the past.  Thus, the Alzheimer’s on the other hand is the possibility for 

communication, and this point will be further explicated in Chapter Three. 

 As a Chinese immigrant, LuLing undergoes the “unspeakability” of language 

gap.  The barrier between Chinese and English blocks the mutual understanding of 

LuLing and Ruth.  Both the mother and the daughter experience misunderstandings 

brought by language gap.  The significance of language gap is the different values in 

Chinese and American cultures.  To LuLing, nagging and scolding are the 

representation of parental love.  They symbolize the parents’ expectations and 

prospects of their children.  To the children, however, these wishful thoughts turn out 

to be a means of authoritative surveillances and intrusion of privacy, which collide 

with the American belief in individual freedom: 

         [S]he hid the diary in the bottom of her closet […] 

         But her mother always managed to find it, at least that was what Ruth 

figured, on the basis of what she was next forbidden to do: “No more go 

beach after school.”  “No more see this Lisa girl.”  “Why you so 

boy-crazy?”  If she accused her mother of reading her diary, LuLing 

would become evasive, never admitting that she had done so, while also 

saying, “A daughter should have no secrets from a mother.”  (Tan, 

Daughter 156-157) 

To Ruth, her mother’s inaccessibility to American rationalities, such as the pursuit of 
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freedom, belief in individual value, and respect of privacy, would only deprive 

themselves of intercommunication and mutual understandings.  As Ruth tries to fix 

the relationship with her mother after her mother is diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, she 

ponders the reasons why they have become emotionally isolated: 

        Didn’t Mom ever realize, Ruth now mused, how her demands for no secrets 

drove me to hide even more from her?  Yet maybe her mother did sense 

that.  Maybe it made her hide certain truths from Ruth about herself.  

Things too bad to say.  They could not trust each other.  That was how 

dishonesty and betrayal started, not in big lies but in small secrets.  (Tan, 

Daughter 157) 

The dysfunctional communication between Ruth and LuLing hence is attributable to 

the “unspeakability” of language gap.  To fill the gap and to reach mutual 

understandings, the “unspeakability” is resolved through the written text.  The 

importance of written text will be fully clarified in next chapter. 

 Besides the “unspeakability” of language gap shared by both the mother and the 

daughter, Ruth’s “unspeakability” is also embodied in the form of traumatic childhood.  

Throughout her life, Ruth is constantly troubled by the mystery of Precious Auntie, 

her mother’s secret past, and psychological abuse of her mother’s authoritative 

commands.  Before Ruth learns the truth of her mother’s past, to her, Precious 

Auntie is no more than a symbol of superstition and misery.  She could not realize 

why Precious Auntie has such a power over her family’s destiny and her mother that 

makes LuLing respect the ghost in awe.  Ruth is always puzzled by the existence of 

the ghost and its motivations.  To Ruth, everything related to the ghost is so 

mysterious .and unfathomable: her mother’s superstition and her authoritative 

commands of conversations with the ghost.  Since her childhood, LuLing believes 
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that Ruth is able to communicate with Precious Auntie, and forces her to periodically 

perform the sand-tray-talking ceremony.  Only by a means of sand writing, can the 

communication between the ghost and the living ones be made.  The sand writing 

ceremony demonstrates that verbal communication is impossible between the dead 

and the living.  Therefore, the dead one, that is, Precious Auntie, is the embodiment 

of the “unspeakability” of Ruth’s traumatic childhood, her mother’s past and her 

authoritative illogical commands of communication. 

 The “unspeakability,” however, has potentiality to be heard and articulated.  

Bakhtin’s theory of heteroglossia argues that multiple varieties exist within 

self-consciousness and it is changeable, and they can only be realized through 

intercommunications.  Bakhtin suggests that self-consciousness functions just like 

words, which always anticipate communication.  Communication, therefore, is 

closely interrelated with self-consciousness.  As he studies Dostoevsky’s novels, 

Bakhtin further points out that self-consciousness is not an enclosed organic whole.  

Rather, it is like language, which contains plural meanings through the interaction 

with social exchanges. 

 Bakhtin’s theory of heteroglossia hence opens up a window for us to re-examine 

the possibility of those who are marginalized, mute, silenced, to articulate for 

themselves again.  It is believed that no voice can be totally silenced, for voice will 

find its way to be articulated, and eventually, to be heard.  In order to be heard, the 

voice will go through the process of social exchange with external reality and 

generate the meaning.  Same with language, self-consciousness will undergo the 

path of intercommunication, and thus produce varieties within self-consciousness.  

This idea clarifies that every individual possesses plural self-consciousnesses, which 

are forever changing, producing, shaping and negotiating.  That is to say, by 
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Bakhtin’s observation, the nature of self-consciousness is dialogic, for it “never 

gravitates toward itself but is always found in intense relationship with other 

consciousnesses” (Bakhtin, Problems 32).  With interrelationship with other 

consciousnesses, could new self-consciousnesses be generated. 

 Self-consciousness, and its interrelationship to others, are not accidental.  As 

Bakhtin puts it, “[not] only the reality of the hero himself, but even the external world 

and the everyday life surrounding him are drawn into the process of self-awareness” 

(Bakhtin, Problems 49).  The interaction between self-consciousness and external 

reality thus is inevitable, and the process will never end.  In other words, 

self-consciousness is infinite, for it expects responses and feedback, and during the 

process the new self-consciousness will be created.  Self-consciousness, furthermore, 

is inseparable from language, because it is realized through different discourses, 

which means, heteroglossia. 

 Bakhtin indicates that language in the heterglot novel is classified into three 

categories: “hybridizations, the dialogized interrelation of languages and, pure 

dialogues” (Bakhtin, Reader 117).  As Bakhtin suggests, the three categories all 

point to one direction, that is, hybridity.  It is a state of linguistic mixture, in which 

consciousnesses of different eras, social stratifications, and backgrounds, co-exist, 

interact, and produce new consciousnesses.  In Bakhtin’s explanation, the hybrid 

dialogue of languages is “forever dying, living, being born: co-existence and 

becoming are here fused into an indissoluble concrete unity that is contradictory, 

multi-speeched and heterogeneous” (Bakhtin, Reader 119).  This means that 

languages are not necessarily confined to oral form.  For Bakhtin, dialogue has two 

levels: social and internal levels.  He explains that in social level, “dialogic 

relationships are […] possible between languages styles, social dialects, and so forth, 
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insofar as they are perceived as semantic positions”; whereas in internal level, 

“dialogic relationships are also possible toward one’s own utterance as a whole, 

toward its separate parts and toward an individual word within it, if we somehow 

detach ourselves from them, [and] speak with an inner reservation” (Bakhtin, 

Problems 184).  This demonstrates that language can be any of communicable forms, 

as long as it promises the possibility of communication between individuals.  This is 

why even though the three heroines in The Bonesetter’s Daughter suffer from certain 

degree of “unspeakability,” through the act of writing, they are able to reach mutual 

understandings and form new self-consciousnesses eventually. 

 Self-consciousness, as aforementioned, is dialogic in nature, for it needs 

interaction and intercommunication, and is “oriented toward an understanding that is 

‘responsive’ (Bakhtin, Imagination 280).  Like conversation, which demands at least 

a speaker and a listener; self-consciousness needs other’s self-consciousness to 

interact with.  Therefore, the lack of intercommunication will cause problematic, that 

is, self-enclosed self-consciousnesses.  Self-consciousness of Precious Auntie, 

LuLing, and Ruth is self-enclosed because there seems no interaction among their 

self-consciousnesses.  They all speak, but they all lack a listener: LuLing refused to 

read Precious Auntie’s letter; Ruth pays no attention to LuLing’s autobiography; while 

LuLing ignores Ruth’s inner voices.  The three women’s self-consciousnesses do not 

interconnect and interact, and thus new consciousnesses will not be produced; in 

Bakhtin’s term, it is called “passive understanding” (Bakhtin, Imagination 281).  

With no active understanding, self-consciousness is in danger, for it is enclosed and is 

directed to a dead end.  But self-consciousness has potentiality to be recognized and 

understood, for it anticipates active understanding, “which assimilates the word under 

consideration into a new conceptual system, that of the one striving to understand, 
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establishes a series of complex interrelationships, consonances and dissonances with 

the word and enriches it with new elements” (Bakhtin, Imagination 282).  Bakhtin 

suggests that self-consciousness, programmed like words, urges one to articulate and 

to be heard, in order to form new self-consciousnesses.  That is to say, in the process 

of forming new consciousnesses, the original self-consciousness, which serves as a 

speaker, will demand other responsive self-consciousnesses to interact with. 

 Furthermore, in the process of self-consciousness interaction, truth of the past 

will be revealed, for “[t]ruth is not born nor is it to be found inside the head of an 

individual person, it is born between people collectively searching for truth, in the 

process of their dialogic interaction (Bakhtin, Problems 110).  The truth will be 

spoken through confessional discourse by the character and through the interaction of 

consciousnesses.  It needs to be recognized by other consciousnesses; otherwise, its 

legitimacy will be questioned.  This is demonstrated in Tan’s novel, when LuLing 

told Ruth about her true past, Ruth found it hard to believe, because she thought it was 

nonsense, which is side effect of Alzheimer’s.  At another point, when Precious 

Auntie tried to unveil the façade of the Changs’ kindness, LuLing refused to accept 

the truth, for Precious Auntie’s position as a nanny makes her words not worth 

believing.  The truth is denied because the interaction between the mother and the 

daughter is resisted.  Nonetheless, the truth will find its way to be heard.  It will 

articulate by the means of the character’s confessional discourse, and in The 

Bonesetter’s Daughter, that is, autobiographical writing.  Confessional discourse, as 

Bakhtin explains, is “an ultimate word about oneself, a final definition of oneself, but 

in fact it is forever taking into account internally the responsive, contrary evaluation 

of oneself made by another” (Bakhtin, Problems 233).  The characters hence are 

writers who demand readers’ consciousnesses to interact with.  If the reader refuses 
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to read, then the writer does not exist since his or her identity is not recognized.  

That is to say, writers and readers, consciousnesses and truth, are interdependent, for 

their existence needs to be approved by the other. 

 Truth and consciousness are interelated.  In order to preserve the truth, the 

daughters, LuLing and Ruth, hence play the roles of both reader and writer.  They 

acquired the truth from their mother’s autobiographical writings, and then pass it 

down by their own writings.  Through the act of reading and writing, the 

consciousnesses of mother and daughter thus can communicate and negotiate.  The 

act of reading and writing is a process of communication and negotiation, because 

during the process, the truth is accepted, and at the same time, questions about the 

truth will be generated.  Therefore, after Ruth reads her mother’s manuscript, she is 

eager to find out her grandmother’s last name and the life of those people mentioned 

in the manuscript: 

        “I was wondering whatever happened to those people you and Mom knew 

in China.  Mom didn’t say anything about her life after she left Hong 

Kong.  What happened to that guy you were married to, Fu Nan, and his 

father?” (Tan, Daughter 377). 

The questions are answered by Ruth’s auntie, GaoLing, because some part of the truth 

is not recorded in her mother’s manuscript.  The truth for LuLing and Ruth, however, 

is indirect.  Both LuLing and Ruth are alienated from the core of truth, since they 

heard of it from their mother and experience it partially.  In other words, the truth 

that they acquired is “reflected” and “refracted” one.  In Bakhtin’s analyses of 

language, he argues that the meaning of a word is perpetually reflecting and refracting 

social reality.  That is to say, the meaning is absorbed and meditated, and then 

produces its new meaning from different perspectives.  The meaning is therefore 
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essentially unfinalizable and welcomes new interpretations.  This is very true to truth 

as well.  The truth is digested by different consciousnesses, and later conveyed with 

different interpretations and understandings. 

 The truth is conceived differently by LuLing and Ruth.  For LuLing, she learns 

the truth from her mother’s letter, absorbs it, and writes down her own version of truth.  

Her truth contains her mother’s story and hers.  It is fair to say that LuLing’s truth is 

the supplementary version of Precious Auntie’s, since she expands the previous ones 

with the truth of hers.  As for Ruth, she too acquires the truth from her mother’s 

writing, and then passes it down with fusion of her own version.  Even though she 

did not actually write down her story, Tan implies that she will: 

        And side by side, Ruth and her grandmother begin.  Words flow.  They 

have become the same person, six years old, sixteen, forty-six, eighty-two.  

They write about what happened, how they can make other things happen.  

They write stories of things that are but should not have been.  They write 

about what could have been, what still might be.  They write of a past that 

can be changed. (Tan, Daughter 403) 

Ruth’s version of truth reflects that of Precious Auntie’s and LuLing’s, and refracts 

her own experience of life.  The truth is thus given with new meanings when 

consciousnesses undergo the process of interaction, which is essentially 

socio-ideological.  In Bakhtinian understanding of truth, the reflection and refraction 

are an ongoing presentation of truth in different realities.  In other words, because 

the truth is conceived and interpreted by different consciousnesses, it will represent 

and is represented by varied realities.  The malleability of truth explicates that there 

is no so-called authoritative or ultimate truth, for it is made meaningful in different 

realities. 
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 The truth is manifold.  Precious Auntie’s truth can be viewed as the prototype 

one, then LuLing’s and Ruth’s truth are the variations of it.  The truth functions like 

words, because it needs consciousness interaction to generate meanings and produce 

another truth of realities.  In his analyses of language, Bakhtin points out that 

language, as a socio-ideological product, “lies on the borderline between oneself and 

the other.  The word in language is half someone else’s.  It becomes ‘one’s own’ 

only when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his own accent, when he 

appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic and expressive intention” 

(Bakhtin, Imagination 293).  The language needs to be digested by an individual and 

spoken with the unique personal intentions, tones, and style.  By the process of 

digesting, the language thus becomes the speaker’s own.  This is applicable to truth 

as well.  The truth is originally revealed by Precious Auntie, then told by LuLing 

with addition of her own truth, and finally unfolded by Ruth with inclusion of her 

grandmother’s, mother’s and hers.  Both of LuLing and Ruth acquire the truth and 

then develop it with their intentions.  Through the act of telling truth, the truth is no 

longer exclusively belongs to Precious Auntie; instead, it belongs to LuLing and Ruth 

as well.  In this sense, the truth is stratified.  Precious Auntie’s truth is the core one; 

LuLing’s is the one that encompasses her mother’s, and Ruth’s is the one which 

encloses her mother’s and grandmother’s.  In the truth formation, both LuLing and 

Ruth share Precious Auntie’s truth: it is the seed that grows the fruit of truth for 

LuLing and Ruth. 

 Precious Auntie’s truth hence serves like a word, which is the smallest unit that 

anticipates interaction to produce meanings.  In the truth formation of LuLing and 

Ruth, Precious Auntie’s truth is the primal source that endows LuLing’s and Ruth’s 

truth with meanings.  This does not mean that truth will produce meaning by itself. 
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However, without Precious Auntie’s truth, the truth of LuLing and Ruth will not exist.  

The truth formation is an establishment of mutual understandings.  It relies on 

consciousness interaction of mutual recognitions.  If without LuLing’s act of reading 

the letter from Precious Auntie, the consciousness interaction is not made, then the 

truth of Precious Auntie will not be recognized.  In this way, even though Precious 

Auntie reveals the truth in the letter, the truth still fails to serve as a truth, for the 

mutual recognition is not successfully made.  We can say that truth and 

consciousness are inseparable; they are dependent on interaction to make themselves 

meaningful.  In Bakhtin’s theory on language, consciousness is the medium that 

flowing through word, meaning, and ideology.  The interaction between 

consciousnesses generates meanings from word, and the later interaction between 

consciousness and external reality enlarges the meaning into a larger one, which is 

what Bakhtin calls “ideology”. 

 Ideology is like the huge truth, which encompasses all the meaning activities of 

consciousnesses.  Bakhtin explicates that it “is realized, materialized, externally 

expressed social consciousness of a given collective” (Bakhtin, Reader 127); 

moreover, its formation is reciprocal because “it is determined by the collective’s 

economic existence and, in turn, determines the individual consciousness of each 

member of the collective” (Bakhtin, Reader 127).  This is why Precious Auntie’s 

truth is crucial to LuLing and Ruth: it determines who LuLing and Ruth really are; her 

truth makes their existence meaningful, and in turn, their recognition of the truth 

endows Precious Auntie’s existence with meaning.  Judging from the truth of 

Precious Auntie, LuLing, and Ruth, that of Ruth’s is considered as ideology, in which 

the meanings of Precious Auntie’s and LuLing’s truth all functioned and developed.  

The ideology is forever changing and forming.  In end of the story, Ruth is going to 
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write down the story of the three women, and will pass it down to her stepdaughters.  

This indicates the open-endedness of truth: it may be carried on by her daughters, or, 

it may be abandoned by them and stops developing.  No matter what happens to the 

truth, the remains of it will speak for it, and at the same time, other truths will come to 

the front and become another dominant ideology. 

 What decides whether the truth should live or die, is the recognition by others.  

The truth requires recognition by and interaction with others; otherwise, the truth will 

stop developing and fade away.  This is the reason why Ruth’s recognition of 

LuLing’s and Precious Auntie’s truth is important in the truth formation.  Before 

Ruth has her mother’s manuscript translated, the truth is inaccessible to her and 

cannot be recognized: 

        They [the manuscripts] were pages written in Chinese, her mother’s writing.  

LuLing had given them to her five or six years before.  […] Ruth had tried 

to decipher the pages.  Her mother had once drilled Chinese calligraphy 

into her reluctant brain, and she still recognized some of the characters[.]  

[…] “These are the things I know are true,” the first sentence read.  That 

had taken Ruth an hour to translate. […] Perhaps she should hire someone 

fluent in Chinese.  Art might know of someone—[…] a retired professor 

old enough to be versed in the traditional characters and not just the 

simplified ones. (Tan, Daughter 13 and 15) 

The truth will live on only when it is known, understood, and recognized.  LuLing’s 

voice was unheard until the manuscript was read by Ruth.  The truth possesses the 

potentiality of truth, but it lacks the opportunity to be articulated.  It is therefore 

double-faced: it is potential to be told, but it also demands the listener’s willingness to 

hear.  That is to say, the truth is active as well as inactive, because essentially, the 
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speaker is inseparable from the listener. 

 Overall, self-consciousness is fluid.  It helps to shape the truth, and vice versa.  

Both self-consciousness and truth are operated under the huge mechanism of ideology, 

where all the meanings interact and function.  Everything included in ideology: 

language, self-consciousness, truth, social activities, and so on, is dependent in nature.  

Interaction and interrelationship is always needed.  This helps to examine the truth 

formation of Precious Auntie, LuLing, and Ruth: their truths are heavily dependent on 

one another.  Without any one party in this truth formation, the clear picture of the 

truth will not be accessible.  This is why the relationship of the three women is so 

close, for they rely on one another to tell the truth and shape the varieties of their 

self-consciousnesses.  Moreover, the interrelationship and interaction break one 

dimensional presentation of self-consciousness, for they promise different ways of 

articulation for those silenced women.  Bakhtin’s theory of dialogiam and 

heterolossia has argued that the possibility of voicing is always there, waiting to be 

discovered.  Therefore, in the next chapter, how the silence is articulated through 

various means will be explicated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


