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Chapter Three 

Alternative Means of Articulation 

 

 The previous chapter discusses in detail how Precious Auntie, LuLing, and Ruth 

are silenced, and why they are reluctant to tell the truth.  Through the application of 

Bakhtin’s theory of heteroglossia and dialogism to The Bonesetter’s Daughter, it can 

be discovered that the potentiality for articulation has always existed within their 

“unspeakability.”  Thus, in this chapter, how the “unspeakability” is articulated, and 

through what means the truth can be spoken out, will be carefully examined.  The 

“unspeakability” is articulated through diverse methods, which can be mainly 

categorized into three fields: translation, autobiographical writing, and other 

alternative means.  In alternative ways of articulating, “unspeakability” is spoken1 

out by the three women with different means.  Paradoxically, these alternative 

non-spoken means of articulation are also evidence of their silence.  For Precious 

Auntie, she makes herself heard through committing suicide, haunting her children, 

and writing in the sand.  As for LuLing, her “unspeakability” is manifested by the 

means of her dementia.  The effect of the dementia makes her forget to lie about her 

past, and thus the truth is revealed accidentally.  In Ruth’s case, her cyclic 

speechlessness and sand-writing are alternative ways for her to speak out.  

Nevertheless, those alternative means of articulation prove the existence of their 

“unspeakability,” and demonstrate that there will always be ways to express 

meanings. 

 

Translation as a Means to Articulate “Unspeakability” 

                                                
1 Speech acts like speaking, articulating, or voicing that meant here are metaphorical.  They are the 
signs that signify how the ideas, intentions, and thoughts are carried, communicated, and understood. 
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 The three women in The Bonesetter’s Daughter articulate themselves indirectly.  

This is to say, they are unable to voice their true intentions, for they can only make 

themselves heard by other surreptitious ways.  However, their inability portends the 

desire to speak.  In Lacanian understanding, the desire results from the “loss”, which 

has become unattainable and thus creates longing and need.  Juliet Mitchell explains 

that “the object that is longed for only comes into existence as an object when it is lost 

[…].  Thus any satisfaction that might be attained will always contain this loss with 

it.  Lacan refers to this dimension as ‘desire.’” (qtd. in Keaton 229)  For Tan’s 

women, they desire to speak because they cannot, or, when they do speak, they are 

ignored and not heard.  As a result, the three women are always in the process of 

pursuing alternative ways of articulation.  Translation, as a bridge to articulation, is 

needed by all of the three women.  Ironically, translation as a means of expression, is 

also a proof of their “unspeakability.”  They need the help of translation, because 

they are all excluded by the external world in a certain ways: Precious Auntie needs 

LuLing’s translation for her, because her sign language is understood by LuLing 

exclusively; Ruth translates for her mother, because LuLing’s broken English is hard 

to understand; while Ruth asks Mr. Tang to translate her mother’s manuscript, for she 

is unable to read Chinese. 

 However, not only specific kind of translation2 can convey the true intentions of 

the speaker.  LuLing and Ruth fail to convey their mothers’ true meanings because 

both of them take the literal meanings too seriously.  Additionally, the results of poor 

translations can be harmful, for instance, the death of Precious Auntie, and LuLing’s 

                                                
2 The use of “translation” in this thesis pertains more to cultural meanings.  As Sherry Simon points 
out in Gender in Translation: Cultural Identity and the Politics of Transmission, translation is now 
often used as a metaphor by cultural studies theorists.  It is “a rhetorical figure describing on the one 
hand the increasing internationalization of cultural production and on the other the fate of those who 
struggle between two worlds and two languages” (134).  Therefore, the truthfulness of translation text 
in the light of translation and interpretation theory is not the concern of this thesis. 
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attempt at committing suicide.  When Precious Auntie tried every possible means to 

prevent LuLing from a miserable marriage to the Chang’s son, LuLing mistranslated 

her true intentions.  LuLing takes those acts as an attempt to prevent her from 

becoming happy: 

         The [Precious Auntie] bow[s] and praise[s] the Goddess of Mercy for 

saving me [LuLing] from the Changs.  Before she could give too many 

thanks, I added: “I’m still going.” 

         […] Then she began to cry and beat her chest.  Her hands moved fast: 

Don’t you have feelings for who I am? 

         […] “Even if the whole Chang family were murderers and thieves, I 

would join them just to get away from you.” 

         In the morning, she was gone. […] Let her be angry, then, I said to 

myself.  She doesn’t care about my future happiness.  Only Mother does.  

That is the difference between a nursemaid and a mother. (Tan, Daughter 

241) 

In LuLing’s prejudice, Precious Auntie is nothing more than a nursemaid in the family.  

As a result, Precious Auntie’s attempt to prevent LuLing from marrying the son of the 

Changs is considered a means for her to keep her position in the family.  In LuLing’s 

translation, the motivation of those acts of prevention is attributable to selfish reasons.  

However, those acts are out of a mother’s unconditional love for her beloved 

daughter. 

 The misinterpretation is reciprocal: LuLing mistranslated Precious Auntie’s 

intentions, and vice versa.  Precious Auntie took LuLing’s words “just to get away 

from you” (Tan, Daughter 241) too literally.  LuLing said those words out of her 

pampered childishness, rather than her intention to escape from Precious Auntie 
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forever.  Even though LuLing did not intend to cause any harm to Precious Auntie, a 

tragedy inevitably occurred: Precious Auntie committed suicide and left LuLing with 

incurable remorse.  Mistranslation, then, could result in damaging the 

mother-daughter relationships and bring regrettable harm to each other. 

 The same situation happens to LuLing and Ruth as well.  When Ruth cannot 

stand her mother’s incessant invasion of her privacy, and deliberately read her diary in 

secret, she intentionally wrote down her anger in the diary for LuLing to read: 

“I hate her!  She’s the worst mother a person could have. […] You talk 

about killing yourself, so why don’t you ever do it?  I wish you would.  

Just do it, do it, do it!  Go ahead, kill yourself!  Precious Auntie wants 

you to, and so do I!” (Tan, Daughter 159) 

Ruth expects that her mother would have a fierce fight with her after reading what 

were written in the diary.  Instead, LuLing took the words seriously, and tried to 

commit suicide.  After the suicide attempt, mother and daughter become emotionally 

more remote.  Their conversations are kept safe and detached, for both of them know 

how lethal words can be: “[t]hey spoke, but the words were about meaningless facts, 

nothing that could lead to disputes or misunderstanding” (Tan, Daughter 162).  

Mistranslation, results in not only relationship damage, but also disconnection of 

communication.  The responsibility of translation, as David Morley and Kevin 

Robins clarify, “means learning to listen to [the] Other and learning to speak to, rather 

than for or about, Others” (qtd. in Su 14).  This is why Precious Auntie, LuLing, and 

Ruth fail to translate the text of their mother and daughter.  They do not listen to the 

latent meanings hidden behind the surface of the text; hence they distort the true 

intentions and cannot avoid misconceptions. 

 The misunderstandings are first resolved by Mr. Tang’s translation, which 
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bridges the disconnection gap between LuLing and Ruth.  Mr. Tang is a Chinese 

scholar hired by Ruth to translate her mother’s manuscripts, for she cannot read 

Chinese directly.  However, Mr. Tang asks Ruth to provide him with LuLing’s 

pictures as a muse for his translation: “could you send me her picture, one when she 

was a young woman? Seeing her would help me say her words in English the way she 

has expressed them in Chinese” (Tan, Daughter 341).  To Mr. Tang, translation is not 

a literal technique which should faithfully follow the exact linguistic meaning of the 

translated text.  Rather, what a translator should follow are the emotion and hidden 

meaning under the words.  This is why Mr. Tang asks Ruth for the pictures of 

LuLing and Precious Auntie, because he “[doesn’t] like to just transliterate word for 

word, [he wants] to phrase [the manuscript] more naturally” (Tan, Daughter 342).  

Translation hence is a way of communication for Mr. Tang, rather than just conveying 

the linguistic meanings.  As Xie Ming points out: 

        Translation is actually an act of dialogic practice, that is, the translator is 

always having dialogues with both the author and the text, and sometimes 

even with the reader; thus the translated ‘meaning’ or significance is 

produced in the process of such dialogic practice. (Xie, 77) 

The translation, therefore is a means that digs out the hidden voice and makes it heard.  

Moreover, it helps to build communication between consciousnesses and eliminate 

misunderstandings.  As Bakhtin argues, the meaning is always there, but without 

interaction, the meaning does not exist.  The translation, hence is a medium that 

constructs interaction between the text and consciousness making the meaning 

meaningful.  Without Mr. Tang’s translation for Ruth, LuLing’s voice will not be 

heard, and the story of her life would be meaningless, for there is only a storyteller but 

no listener.  The translation enables Ruth to understand her mother’s manuscripts 



45 
 

and makes the reconciliation possible. 

 Translation does not necessarily need to be done by professional translators like 

Mr. Tang, because the original purpose of translation is to carry the thoughts, ideas, 

and meanings to the other.  Ruth’s auntie, GaoLing does translation for Ruth, too.  

She tells Ruth that she is named Luyi in Chinese, and it is not only after Sister Yu, but 

also carries the meaning “all that you wish” (Tan, Daughter 379).  The Chinese 

name carries LuLing’s good intentions for her beloved daughter, and not until that 

very moment, does Ruth realize how much her mother loves her.  Throughout her 

life, Ruth puzzles over why her mother gave her an English name that she can barely 

pronounce, and a Chinese name that that she feels so boyish like the name of a boxer.  

With GaoLing’s translation, Ruth changed her former attitude towards her name: she 

now appreciates her mother’s effort and cherishes its meanings. 

 Good translation, which is more than transliteration, can successfully convey the 

meaning of the translated text and help to build mutual understanding.  By Mr. 

Tang’s and GaoLing’s translation, the reconciliation between the mother and the 

daughter is built, and misunderstanding is resolved.  Furthermore, the translation 

makes LuLing’s story heard.  It crosses the language gap and transmits the idea: it 

articulates for the original text, that is, LuLing’s manuscripts, and makes it 

understandable for its target reader, Ruth.  Without the translation, the 

mother-daughter reconciliation cannot be possibly done, and the misunderstanding 

would not be solved.  On the other hand, the bad translation, which strictly follows 

the original text’s transliterate meaning, would probably deepen the 

misunderstandings or cause harmful consequences, for example, Precious Auntie’s 

death and LuLing’s attempt of suicide.  Translation is a double-edged tool, which 

may bring possibility to reconciliation or deepen misunderstanding.  Only the broad 
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translation that is not confined to linguistic meaning, can convey the real meaning of 

the original text and make the latent voice heard. 

 

Autobiographical Writings as a Means to Voice “Unspeakability” 

 Translation is a possibility for the hidden voice to be heard.  Compared to 

autobiographical writings, translation is a passive means of voicing the silence.  

Autobiographical writing is dynamic, because it demonstrates and promises the 

agency of selfhood.  In a feminist point of view, the autobiographical writings 

“[ground the] form and meaning in the experiences of the women who write 

autobiography and [look] to women’s lives for the framework to understand 

self-representational texts” (Gilmore 3).  Autobiographical writings, therefore, as 

feminists assert, is the act of articulating the “unspeakability” and presenting women’s 

selfhood.  The autobiographical writing, as a confessional discourse, resists 

patriarchal oppression and refuses to be silenced.  As Bakhtin explicates: 

      [T]he hero’s discourse about himself with his ideological discourse about 

the world greatly increases the direct signifying power of a self-utterance, 

strengthens its internal resistance to all sorts of external finialization.  

(Bakhtin, Problems 79) 

Bakhtin implies that autobiographical writings contain power of subversion, for the 

hero/heroine speaks for himself/herself.  Autobiographical writings thus are a way of 

articulating the marginal and voicing the silenced.  Regardless of the authenticity of 

autobiography, after all, “writing an autobiography can be a political act because it 

asserts a right to speak rather than to be spoken for” (Gilmore 25).  Moreover, 

writing is a careful act.  Every word that is written down is carefully chosen.  This 

is a repetitive theme of the novel that explains that the act of writing is not accidental; 
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however, it is carefully taken care of and carries the intentions and the meanings for 

the writer.  In the novel, Precious Auntie, LuLing, and Teacher Pan all stress the 

punctiliousness of every stroke of writing, because what is written is written, if the 

mistake is made, the only thing can be done is to throw it away: 

        “[O]nce you put the ink to paper, it becomes unforgiving again.  You can’t 

change it back.  If you make a mistake, the only remedy is to throw away 

the whole thing.”  Precious Auntie had once said words that were similar.  

You should think about your character.  Know where you are changing, 

how you will be changed, what cannot be changed back again. (Tan, 

Daughter 295) 

Compared to speech, writing is a more careful act.  In Tans’s novel, speech often 

fails to communicate and resolve misunderstandings because sometimes words are 

spoken without consideration.  This is why interaction and communication are built 

through written texts in the novel; not only because the three women in some extent 

are silenced, but more important, speech fails to function as a means of 

communication for them. 

 The autobiographical story of the mother is so important to the daughter, because 

it helps the daughter acknowledge the past and shape the variety of consciousness.  

Huang points out that “[i]t is not until the mother decides to tell the daughter about 

her ordeals in the past that the gap is bridged and the daughter is empowered and 

saved” (Huang 173).  Precious Auntie’s letter and her suicide saved LuLing from a 

tragic marriage; LuLing’s manuscripts help Ruth re-discover herself and bring 

reconciliations to each other.  Interestingly, the autobiographers, Precious Auntie and 

LuLing are reluctant to tell the truth at first, for the memory of past is painful and 

unbearable.  However, the story of life must be told in order to save the daughter.  
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And the autobiographical writings become the last resort to protect the daughter from 

harm and make her own voice heard.  In addition, the autobiographical writings are a 

way that brings mutual understanding and reconciliation.  Yuan argues that 

“recollection reveals a process of negotiation with the past, constantly translating and 

revising the past into a narrative that grants reality to present situations” (Yuan 295).  

That is to say, the memory of past negotiates the past with the present, makes the 

interactions happen, and eventually brings the reconciliation to each other.  The 

autobiographical writing as a result is a kind of dialogic act, in which communication, 

interaction, and translation are included in that dynamic act. 

 As Bakhtin argues in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, every dialogic act 

demands both a speaker and a listener to interact and form ideology.  Therefore, 

autobiographical writings as a means of articulating the “unspeakability” are 

insufficient.  They require the reader to read the text and to interact with.  As 

aforementioned in Chapter Two, the writings of Precious Auntie and LuLing are 

meaningless unless they are read by LuLing and Ruth.  Once again, the act of 

writing is reciprocal, for it needs both parties of author and reader to interact to 

generate meanings.  Leigh Gilmore, who studies autobiography carefully, indicates 

that the reader of autobiography is structured to “truth-formation” when they read 

autobiographical works: 

        To read an autobiography […] is to participate in a “truth”-structuring 

discourse, to affirm the reality of the autobiography, to naturalize ideology, 

and to stabilize “truth” as if all these simply pointed to the “real conditions 

of existence.” (Gilmore 8) 

She explains that this is because the reader of autobiography tends to identify with the 

autobiographer, and hence forgets to read critically: “readers read texts ideologically, 
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but the critical effects of that reading are obliterated through the mechanism of 

identification” (Gilmore 8).  Gilmore’s criticism on the passive reader of 

autobiography is based on the characteristic of subjectivity of autobiographical 

writings.  It is undeniable that compared to other literature genre, autobiographical 

writings seem to be more subjective.  But it is still worth discussing the agency and 

mobility of the reader of autobiography.  However, the readers of autobiographical 

texts in the novel, such as LuLing and Ruth, tend to be passive receptors when 

reading their mother’s autobiography.  They never heard of the same story told by 

others.  They only learn the one version of the story.  Even though the most parts of 

the story may be true, the effects may be different when the story is told by somebody 

else.  This is why in the novel, Ruth is worried of how her auntie, GaoLing might 

react after she reads LuLing’s manuscripts, for in the manuscripts, GaoLing is 

depicted as a stupid and selfish woman; whereas in fact, she is a caring and generous 

sister of LuLing. 

 Moreover, autobiographical writings of women grant the agency for those 

women and endow them with subversive power.  After Precious Auntie’s letter is 

read by LuLing, she is no longer an outsider in the family.  Her position as a nanny is 

transformed and she is recognized as a mother to LuLing.  That is to say, Precious 

Auntie is transformed from an outsider to an insider.  LuLing is transformed as well, 

but paradoxically, LuLing is an insider that becomes an outsider, for she is denied by 

the Liu family and sent to orphanage.  The three women in the novel are outsiders, 

and the remedy to save them from outsider to insider is the autobiographical writings.  

In other words, only through autobiographical writing could their illegitimacy be 

recognized and the variety of their self-consciousness could be promised. 

 Precious Auntie’s letter saved LuLing from miserable marriage and revealed her 
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true identity; whereas LuLing’s manuscripts saved Ruth from rootlessness.  The 

manuscripts answered all the questions that Ruth has toward her mother: why is she 

so superstitious, why is she never happy, what is she afraid of, what haunts her so 

much, and the most important of all, who is Precious Auntie?  Ruth is always 

insecure of her mother’s behaviors, but after she read LuLing’s manuscripts, she is 

reassured.  Moreover, she discovers the variety of her self-consciousness.  As she 

ponders on the changes that after she learned the past of her mother, she realizes: 

        She was the same person and yet she was not.  Or perhaps she was two 

versions of herself, Ruth 1969 and Ruth 1999, one more innocent and the other 

more perceptive, one needier, the other more self-sufficient, both of them 

fearful.  She was her mother’s child, and mother to the child her mother 

had become.  So many combinations, like Chinese names and characters, 

the same elements, seemingly simple, reconfigured in different ways. (Tan, 

Daughter 345-346) 

Ruth learns that her self-consciousness is not fixed; it is fluid with multiple phases.  

She is her mother’s daughter yet at the same time her mother’s mother; she is an 

American but also a Chinese; she is a ghost-writer and a writer-to-be.  The 

self-consciousness is mobile, forever changing and re-shaping.  Precious Auntie, 

LuLing, and Ruth, are no longer simply outsiders, they are as well as insiders.  Even 

though they are marginalized and silenced, they are able to articulate for themselves 

through the act of autobiographical writings. 

 Among the three women, Ruth is the only one who has not yet written the 

autobiography.  But as aforementioned in the previous chapter, at the end of the 

novel, Tan implies that she will.  Like her mother and grandmother, the 

autobiographical writings provide them with strength to voice.  Throughout her life, 
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Ruth is a ghostwriter for career.  She cooperates with the writers, notes down what 

they said and modifies it with her own language to make it readable for the readers.  

That is to say, she writes, but never writes what she wishes to say.  In this act of 

writing, she is marginalized and silenced.  What is heard is the narrator’s voice, not 

hers.  She has no voice in the act of writing.  Working as a ghostwriter provides 

Ruth a stable life; however, she is unsatisfied with her career, because she desires to 

be a writer, rather than a mouthpiece for the writers.  Throughout her life, she has 

always been a mouthpiece for others: first is for her mother, and then is for her clients.  

Ruth recalls that how her efforts are unappreciated and how her importance is always 

underestimated: 

         In the coauthoring trade, “Ruth Young” was the small-type name that 

followed “with,” that is, if it appeared at all.  […] 

        Auntie Gal and Uncle Edmund had brought along a friend from Portland, 

[…], who asked Ruth what she did for living. […] 

         Auntie Gal [answered] with great authority, “she’s a ghostwriter, one 

of the best there is.  You know those books that say ‘as told to’ on the 

cover?  That’s what Ruth does—people tell her stories and she writes them 

down, word for word, exactly as told.” 

         “Like court stenographers,” the woman said.  “I hear they have to be 

very fast and accurate.  Did you go through special training?” […] 

         Now LuLing jumped in: “Not just type, lots work!”  And Ruth was 

grateful for this unexpected defense, until her mother added, “She correct 

spelling too!” (Tan, Daughter 42, 43-44) 

People do not understand the difficulty of her job; they think Ruth is like a copy 

machine that faithfully copies the author’s ideas and words.  In her coauthoring job, 
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her existence is excluded or marginalized.  Even though in the process of 

coauthoring, she has to propose her opinions, negotiate with the author, and modify 

the language, she is still silenced.  Her importance is neglected, for she is 

dehumanized as a copy machine or a typewriter. 

 Furthermore, Ruth discovers that she is replaceable.  When she refuses to 

accept her client’s unreasonable request of changing the publication date, her client 

terminates their cooperation and finds somebody else to do the job.  In the power 

struggle of the coauthoring trade, she is powerless. Although she protests against the 

request and speaks up for herself, her voice is submerged, and her opinions are 

unvalued.  She is powerless not only in the coauthoring business, but also in the 

mother-daughter relationship.  Since childhood, Ruth is the mouthpiece and the 

window of communication for her mother.  She speaks on behalf of her mother, 

negotiates with banks, communicates with neighbors, and even talks with the ghost of 

Precious Auntie.  As Ruth recollects her childhood: 

         Being the only child of a widow, Ruth had always been forced to serve 

as LuLing’s mouthpiece.  By the time she was ten, Ruth was the 

English-speaking “Mrs. LuLing Young” on the telephone, the one who 

made appointments for the doctor, who wrote letters to the bank.  Once she 

even had to compose a humiliating letter to the minister. 

         “Lootie give me so much trouble,” LuLing dictated, as if Ruth were 

invisible, “maybe I send her go Taiwan, school for bad children.  What you 

think?” 

         Ruth revised that to: “Perhaps Ruth might attend a finishing school in 

Taiwan where she can learn the manners and customs for a young lady.  

What is your opinion?” (Tan, Daughter 50) 
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In the mother-daughter relationship, Ruth loses her own agency and is manipulated by 

her mother.  Ruth tried to stand up for herself and fought against her mother’s 

tyranny, but she failed, because she knew that would bring the worst consequence, 

that is, her mother’s threats to die.  As a result, the mother’s threats are so powerful 

that the daughter is forced to silence herself. 

 Besides being her mother’s mouthpiece for the external world, she is that for the 

Underworld.  After the broken-arm accident in Ruth’s childhood, LuLing began to 

believe that her daughter is able to communicate with the ghost.  LuLing therefore 

once in a while forces Ruth to talk with Precious Auntie the ghost through the 

sand-writing ceremony.  Ironically speaking, the sand-writing ceremony sometimes 

becomes a way for Ruth to make her wishes known.  This argument will be fully 

developed in the next part of discussing the alternative means of articulating the 

“unspeakability”.  In the process of sand-writing ceremony, Ruth always has to cater 

to her mother’s preference of what she likes to hear, what will comfort her, and what 

can reassure her.  Ruth needs to guess her mother’s opinions and tries to make her 

happy: 

        Ruth thought of the sand tray she and her mother used over the years.  She 

too had tried to guess what might put her mother at ease, the words that 

could placate but not be readily detected as fraudulent.  At times she had 

made up the answers to suit herself.  But on other occasions, she really had 

tried to write what her mother needed to hear.  Words of comfort, saying 

that her husband missed her, that Precious Auntie was not angry. (Tan, 

Daughter 395) 

In most of time, Ruth conceals her own voices just to make her mother happy.  The 

sand-writing ceremony is LuLing’s wishful method of communicating with the ghost, 
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and a way to let go her repentance of Precious Auntie’s suicide.  The sand-writing 

ceremony, as a result, is more like a repentance ceremony than a means of 

communication. 

 The above explains why Ruth’s speech act fails to communicate.  For in the 

speech act, Ruth’s voice is silenced and her selfhood is marginalized.  In other words, 

she has no agency when she speaks, because what she says is neglected.  Therefore, 

the negligence of Ruth’s voice becomes the cause of her “unspeakability.”  

Nevertheless, Ruth wishes to be heard, and she desires to gain her agency through the 

salvation of writing.  Even though she is a ghostwriter, she longs to be a real writer 

to write her own work, rather than ghostwriting for others:  

        [Ruth] wanted to write a novel in the style of Jane Austen, a book of 

manners about the upper class, a book that had nothing to do with her own 

life.  Years before, she had dreamed of writing stories as a way to escape.  

She could revise her life and become someone else.  She could be 

somewhere else.  In her imagination she could change everything, herself, 

her mother, her past.  But the idea of revising her life also frightened her, 

as if by imagination alone she were condemning what she did not like about 

herself or others.  Writing what you wished was the most dangerous form 

of wishful thinking. (Tan, Daughter 31) 

To Ruth, writing is a method to regain her agency.  Writing her own work means to 

articulate her “unspeakability” and to transform.  Especially when she decides to 

write the story about her mother and grandmother, this demonstrates a transformation 

from an outsider to an insider.  Through writing her mother’s and grandmother’s 

story, Ruth recognizes, negotiates, and interacts with them, and eventually reconciles 

with them and gains new self-consciousness. 
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 Although the three women fail to communicate through oral speech, and suffer 

from their own “unspeakability”, the autobiographical writings promise them agency 

and power to articulate for themselves.  For the act of writing an autobiography and 

reading the autobiography, are “a way of recognizing conflict and contradiction only 

to resolve them ultimately” (Denith 44).  This indicates that both the acts of writing 

and reading autobiography are active.  That is to say, during the process of reading 

autobiography, the questions of the story will be asked by the reader.  And the reader 

of an autobiography is not a passive one, because he or she will ask the questions and 

try to find out the answers.  This is why Ruth eventually comes to Auntie Gal for 

confirmation of the story and tries to find out the consequences of those who stay in 

China. 

 For those women, they are all silenced and marginalized, that only by the means 

of writing, could they subvert the social oppression and truly make their voice heard.  

More than a means of articulating the “unspeakability”, autobiographical writings 

promise the real communication between the mother and the daughter.  Lisa Dunick 

observes Tan’s novels and makes a conclusion that, in The Joy Luck Club, the mothers 

and daughters narrate their stories but there is no actual intercommunication between 

them; until The Bonesetter’s Daughter, “Tan focuses her attention even more closely 

on the possibilities for communication in written texts” (Dunick 10), “because the 

daughter, in effect, becomes the reader of her mother’s text” (11).  Furthermore, by 

telling the story of their past, “Chinese mother ultimately empower their beloved 

daughters and themselves as well, for ‘storytelling 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’” (Huang 176).  This 

means that, only in the mothers’ act of writing autobiography and the daughters’ act of 
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reading it, can real communication be made and finally reconcile the tension of 

mother-daughter relationship. 

 

Alternative Ways of Articulation 

 Other than translation and autobiographical writing, the “unspeakability” can be 

voiced through some alternative methods.  Interestingly, these alternative ways are 

contradictory: they seemed to prove how those women are silenced, but on the other 

hand, they are the outlets for them to speak.  For Precious Auntie, she speaks through 

the alternative ways of ghost haunt, suicide, and sand-writing.  As for LuLing, her 

dementia, sarcasm, and self-curse are the indirect methods for her to voice.  Whereas 

Ruth, she makes herself heard by the means of her cyclic speechlessness and the 

sand-writing ceremony.  The alternative ways of articulating the silence that 

mentioned above, are the evidence of how the women are silenced as well as the 

indirect ways of voicing. 

 Aside from autobiographical writing and sign language, Precious Auntie also 

speaks through the haunting.  Due to the lack of material form, Precious Auntie 

could only make her intentions known by haunting the living people.  LuLing is 

especially haunted by Precious Auntie’s unfulfilled wishes.  Therefore, she was 

always living in the fear of Precious Auntie’s curse of not being buried well.  

Throughout the rest of her life, LuLing always wanted to find Precious Auntie’s 

remains and bury them well.  And this is the main reason that LuLing turns to 

sand-writing ceremony to covey her sorry of abandoning her mother’s bones in China. 

 However, Heaton indicates that the ghost of Precious auntie haunts because it is 

hungry for words, which promise her true identity (Keaton 210-211).  Keaton further 

argues that no matter in China or in America, Precious Auntie’s identity is denied by 
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LuLing.  Throughout her manuscripts, LuLing always addresses her mother Precious 

Auntie.  Part of the reason is that LuLing has used to conceal the truth about the past, 

and part of it is because Precious Auntie symbolizes her painful memory.  In addition, 

Precious Auntie’s last name, which signifies the valuable heritage of family, is long 

forgotten.  The ghost hence haunts for the lack of an appropriate position.  Not until 

the identity of Precious Auntie is recognized did she stop haunting.  After Ruth 

learns the truth about the past, the misunderstandings are eliminated and the 

reconciliation is built: 

         The picture of her grandmother is in front of her.  Ruth looks at it 

daily.  Through it, she can see from the past clear into the present. […] 

  And though her mother still remembers the past, she began to change it. 

She doesn’t recount the sad parts.  She only recalls being loved very, very 

much.  She remembers that to Bao Bomu she was the reason for life itself. 

(Tan, Daughter 401) 

 Besides ghost haunting, Precious Auntie committed suicide in order to make 

herself heard.  Neglected by her daughter, LuLing, who was unwilling to read her 

autobiography and communicate with her, the only method for her to speak out is to 

commit suicide.  The suicide is the ultimate and the destructive means of articulating.  

It indeed makes herself heard, but leaves the constant repentance for LuLing.  The 

death of Precious Auntie shadows the life of LuLing and Ruth, for the most of their 

lives, they live in the unknown fear and insecurity. 

 Similar to ghost haunting, Precious Auntie speaks by the means of sand-writing 

ceremony.  Through the hand of Ruth and LuLing’s interpretation of the writing, 

together they piece out the intentions of Precious Auntie: 

        [Ruth] put the chopstick in the sand, and not knowing what to write, she 
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drew a line and another below that.  She drew two more lines and made a 

square. […] 

         “That’s the character for ‘mouth’!” [LuLing] stared at Ruth.  “You 

wrote that you don’t even know how to write Chinese!  Did you feel 

Precious Auntie guiding your hand?” […] 

         “Precious Auntie, thank you for helping my daughter.  Forgive me 

that she speaks only English. […] And you know what I’m saying, that I 

wish I could take your bones to the Mouth of the Mountain, to the 

Monkey’s Jaw.  I’ve never forgotten.” (Tan, Daughter 86-87) 

Even though the writing in the sand is a combination of LuLing’s superstitious 

imagination and the act due to Ruth’s accidental speechlessness, to both of them, it is 

meaningful.  It contains of Precious Auntie’s unfulfilled wishes and her guidance for 

their lives.  Precious Auntie’s unfulfilled wishes are heard and answered, even if she 

was unable to voice.  With the help of alternative means of articulating, the 

communication and understandings are made for the dead and the living.  Moreover, 

the alternative ways of articulating makes Precious Auntie’s ghostly existence 

meaningful, because symbolically, Precious Auntie is a “home” for LuLing and Ruth.  

As HuiHui Li points out, that in postcolonial understanding, “a desire for ‘home’ has 

developed from […] a condition of estrangement, and the passion for ‘home’ is 

particularly strong among those who endured personal sufferings […]” (Li 60).  To 

both LuLing and Ruth, Precious Auntie’s family name hence is a place for them to 

return to. 

 Alternative means of voicing for LuLing, are the effects of dementia, threats of 

death, and self-cursing.  Dementia is rather an interesting way of revealing the truth.  

Under the effect of dementia, LuLing is unable to converse with logic.  Therefore, 
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people tend to take her words lightly.  Ironically, under the effect of dementia, what 

LuLing said is actually the truth, for she simply forgets to lie about the inglorious past.  

The dementia in fact has the contradictory traits of loss and gain.  It prevents LuLing 

from logical speech, yet it endows her with the opportunity to reveal the truth about 

the past.  Additionally, the initial signs of dementia urge LuLing to write down the 

story of her life, no matter how disgraceful it is.  However, the past that LuLing 

revealed is fragmented.  The whole picture of it remains an enigma.  Even so, the 

pieces of past are enough for Ruth to dig out its whole phase, for LuLing’s revelation 

has aroused her daughter’s interest to find the truth.  On the Moon Festival, Ruth had 

the old photo of LuLing, GaoLing, and their mothers reproduced, and gave it to 

LuLing as a gift; to her surprise, LuLing points at Precious Auntie and said she was 

her mother, a fact that contradicts people’s understandings: 

         Ruth quietly tried to steer her mother back to coherence. 

     “That was your nursemaid,” she coaxed.  “I guess you’re saying she 

was like a mother to you.” 

         “No, this really my mother,” LuLing insisted.  “That one GaoLing 

mother.” […] Ruth kept asking herself, What’s happening? What’s 

happening? (Tan, Daughter 103) 

LuLing’s confusion about the past triggers Ruth’s motivation to know more about it, 

because “not until [the memories] are gone [does the daughter] give them any 

thought” (Ling 120).  Once again, Ruth’s eagerness to know what causes her 

mother’s confusion, clearly explains the limitation of LuLing’s truth: it is incomplete 

and fragmented.  The burden hence falls on Ruth, after reading her mother’s 

manuscripts, it is her responsibility to find out what her grandmother’s real name is. 

 Moreover, the dementia brings ultimate reconciliation for LuLing and Ruth.  
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LuLing no longer criticizes about everything as she used to.  She gradually forgets 

the harm in her life, but only remembers the beautiful memories.  Oddly, the oral 

communication that failed to bridge mutual understandings between the mother and 

the daughter, is now functioning well: 

        “Luyi,” [LuLing] said, and she spoke quickly in Chinese, “I’m worried that 

I did terrible things to you when you were a child, that I hurt you very much.  

But I can’t remember what I did….” […] 

         “I just wanted to say that I hope you can forget just as I’ve forgotten.  

I hope you can forgive me, because if I hurt you, I’m sorry.” (Tan, Daughter 

402) 

The dementia, hence becomes a possibility for the mother and the daughter to forgive, 

and finally to reconcile with each other. 

 Dementia is an outlet for LuLing to reveal the pieces of truth; while self-curse is 

an indirect and roundabout speech act to make her opinions heard, and eventually, to 

make her daughter submissive to her orders.  As mentioned in Chapter Two, 

LuLing’s threats to die, and self-curse, are the severe actions of demonstrating her 

authority and manipulation.  More than manipulation, the self-curse also serves as a 

need for love and attention.  After Bakhtin analyzes the character of the 

Underground Man, he concludes that, “[t]he hero who repents and condemns himself 

actually wants only to provoke praise and acceptance by another.  Condemning 

himself, he wants and demands that the other person dispute this self-definition” 

(Bakhtin, Problems 233).  This is also applicable to LuLing’s situation.  By cursing 

herself, LuLing in fact wants a positive recognition from her daughter.  That is, 

self-curse is as if a calling to her daughter’s attention and approval.  Ultimately, the 

self-curse represents LuLing’s insatiable need for love.  It is like a baby’s cries, 
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which always summons the parents’ attention and care.  By the act of cursing herself, 

LuLing therefore subverts the original mother-daughter roles: LuLing becomes Ruth’s 

daughter; while Ruth is transformed into LuLing’s mother. 

 By depicting a self-cursed mother and a caring daughter in the novel, Tan 

suggests that the mother-daughter roles are interchangeable.  Having a childlike and 

self-cursed mother, the daughter is forced to play the role of a mother.  In this way, 

the role playing exhibits the fluid agency of the mother and daughter, for it presents 

the multiplicity of self-consciousness, in which the coexistence of being a mother and 

a daughter to a same person is possible.  The self-consciousness is not a fixed 

organic whole.  It is changeable and welcomes all possibilities.  Furthermore, the 

interchangeable role playing offers the mother and the daughter an opportunity for 

mutual understandings and intercommunication.  However, it was until Ruth sensed 

LuLing’s sufferings from dementia that they were able to re-examine the 

mother-daughter relationship and seize the opportunity for communication. 

 Similar to cursing one’s self, which functions as a means to obtain attention from 

other, blaming others is another indirect way for LuLing to assert her self-value. By 

blaming other people, LuLing creates a sense of superiority to others.  In other words, 

LuLing’s self-value is constructed by the technique of understating others and 

overstating herself.  LuLing always blames her sister, GaoLing, in order to 

accentuate her virtue of being modest: 

        [LuLing] was still pointing out GaoLing’s transgressions.  “Later grown up 

time, want my things too.  Want your daddy marry her.  […] Every day 

smile for him, show off her teeth, like monkey.” LuLing turned around and 

demonstrated.  “But he not interest in her, only me.  She so mad. Later 

she marry Edmund, and when you daddy die, she say, Ooooh, so lucky I not 
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marry Edwin!  So stupid she saying that.  To my face!  Don’t consider 

me, only concerning herself.  I say nothing.  I never complaining.  Do I 

ever complaining?” (Tan, Daughter 63) 

LuLing tries to make herself seem important by blaming others.  By blaming others, 

she gains a sense of superiority, which endows her with the strength to overthrow the 

original power relationship.  In reality, GaoLing has a successful life: she is married 

to a wealthy husband, she has an upper-class life, she integrates into American society, 

and she speaks fluent English.  LuLing, however, does not fit the common definition 

of the successful person.  As a result, blaming GaoLing becomes a method for 

LuLing to subvert this power relation, for GaoLing is belittled and LuLing herself is 

praised.  That is, blaming others grants LuLing an imaginative boundary to overturn 

the fixed power relation in reality.  Moreover, this imaginative subversion of power 

relation is an exhibition of LuLing’s multiple self-consciousnesses. 

 LuLing’s silence is articulated through alternative speech acts; contrarily, Ruth’s 

“unspeakability” is voiced through alternative demonstrations of silence.  Silence 

can function as a paradoxical way of articulation, because it, too, “can speak many 

tongues” and “[carry] other functions and meanings that vary with individuals and 

cultures” (Cheung 1, 3).  Silence is a docile protest, and a chance for people to 

revalue one’s importance.  Ruth used to suffer from unknown speechlessness 

annually.  During the period of her speechlessness, she does not have to respond to 

phone calls, negotiate with her clients, and translate for her mother and step-daughters.  

It is a period that she is secluded from the external world.  She cuts off ways of 

communication and tries to find her inner peace: 

        [Ruth] stopped talking two days before her voice faded of its own accord.  

She politely declined Art’s offer that they both try speaking in sign language.  
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She made her voiceless state a decision, a matter of will, and not a disease 

or a mystery. (Tan, Daughter 10) 

The voicelessness turns into a presentation of her will of power and agency.  It is her 

decision not to communication, that she even rejects sign language.  Silence, 

therefore, is not an effect of marginalizing the powerless.  Instead, it is a 

demonstration of self-consciousness and subversion of dominant value of language.  

The speechlessness provides Ruth with agency and self-value, because after a month’s 

speechlessness, she regains her voice and people around her rediscover the 

importance of her existence. 

 Silence does not simply refer to inability to perform speech acts.  It can be 

understood as absent existence.  As Carol J. Singley indicates, the silence does 

“[speak] a language of its own: its uniquely absent markings protest the conformity 

expected of women” (5).  The silence can be understood as a representation of 

protest and a rediscovery of the importance of the absent.  In the novel, the 

negligence by Ruth’s mother, clients, her boyfriend and step-daughters, makes her 

existence invisible.  Not until Ruth temporarily disappeared from Art’s life did her 

boyfriend and step-daughters realize her importance and value: 

        “Ruth,” Dory whined one night as she watched [Ruth] making salad, “when 

are you coming home?  Dad is like really boring and Fia is all the time like, 

‘Dad, there’s nothing to do, there’s nothing good to eat.’” 

         Ruth was pleased that they missed her.  “I don’t know, honey.  

Waipo needs me.” 

        “We need you too.” (Tan, Daughter 349) 

This was not the first time that Ruth learned about the power of silence.  She first 

learned that silence can overturn the power relation when she accidentally broke her 
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arm in her childhood.  She became voiceless for a while after the accident.  To 

communicate with her, LuLing prepared a sand tray and a chopstick for Ruth to write 

down what she wished to speak.  Soon, she became the most popular student in the 

class because everyone wanted to see what was written on the tray.  Moreover, the 

silence help overthrow the imbalanced mother-daughter relationship.  Her mother 

listened to her, asked various questions, and even agreed with her opinions: 

          “How does the bean curd dish taste?”  LuLing asked one night. 

            And Ruth etched: Salty.  She had never said anything bad about her 

mother’s cooking before, but that was what her mother always said to 

criticize her own food. 

            “I thought so too,” her mother answered. 

            This was amazing!  Soon her mother was asking her opinion on all 

kinds of matters. […] Ruth had never experienced such power with words. 

(Tan, Daughter 84-85) 

By remaining silent and operating the words, LuLing is submissive to Ruth’s opinions, 

and the rigid power relation of the mother and the daughter is temporarily subverted.  

The power relation is only overturned temporarily because once when Ruth regains 

her voice, LuLing becomes the authoritative mother again.  That is, the power 

relation is turned back to what it used to be: powerless daughter and dominant mother. 

 Even though the power relation between the mother and the daughter is 

eventually subverted, Ruth knows that compared to silence, words are more powerful.  

This is why Ruth wrote down the malicious words in her diary as a protest against her 

mother’s surveillance of her diary, for she knows that LuLing would definitely read 

the words and fight against her.  Only to Ruth’s surprise that her mother tried to 

commit suicide after reading the words.  The suicide incident reaffirms the power of 
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words, and at the same time indicates the danger of mistranslation. 

 The act of keeping a diary gives Ruth power to speak out her thoughts and 

exercise her agency even if the diary is under the sever surveillance by LuLing.  

Ruth knew that surveillance was unavoidable; therefore “she started recording it in a 

combination of pig Latin, Spanish, and multisyllabic words that she knew her mother 

would not understand” (Tan, Daughter 157).  In this way, the power relation is once 

again reversed.  Ruth can reveal truth in her diary without her mother’s 

understandings of it.  Writing truth in the diary hence is similar to the act of writing 

autobiography.  The act of writing grants her possibility to articulate her voice and 

potentiality of multiple self-consciousnesses.  At the last page of the diary, Ruth 

wrote down her true intention even though she knew that her mother would not have a 

chance to read it: 

        “I’m sorry.  Sometimes I just wish you would say you’re sorry too.” 

        Though she could never show her mother those words, it felt good to write 

them.  She was being truthful and neither good nor bad. (Tan, Daughter 

166) 

Years later when Ruth is a grownup, she finds the diary and reads it.  She is the 

author and the reader of the diary.  Although her mother did not have a chance to 

read the last page of it, the reconciliation between the mother and the daughter is 

reached: through the act of reading her own diary, Ruth had already forgiven her 

mother and let go the hatred. 

 The alternative means of articulating the “unspeakability” mentioned above 

represent the difficulty for those women to communicate through speech acts.  

Interestingly, the evidence of how the speech acts fail to communicate for the 

protagonists becomes an alternative proof of how these women articulate.  The 
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alternative means testify to the failure of communicating through speech acts, as well 

as the potentiality of how the silenced women voice for themselves.  In addition, the 

silence will find its way to be heard, and sometimes, it is the power to subvert the 

fixed power relation.  However, those alternative ways of articulating do not fully 

make the “unspeakability” heard.  What is revealed through the alternative methods 

of articulating is fragmental and incomplete.  They cannot speak the complete truth.  

But this does not mean that these alternative articulations are meaningless, for in the 

process of articulating alternatively, the women operate their agency, gain new 

consciousness, temporarily reverse the power relation, and finally find possibility for 

mutual understandings and reconciliation. 

 However, the true reconciliation for those women is still dependent on the act of 

writing and reading the autobiography.  Because only through reading the 

autobiography can the truth be learned, and only through writing autobiography can 

the truth be told and passed down.  Keaton argues that the urge of telling and reading 

the story will never be satisfied.  She suggests that the act of telling and reading the 

story of past will never end, because the loss is always there.  The women in Tan’s 

novel will keep searching words for communicate, for the need of communication is a 

lack that can never be gratified (Keaton 156-157).  Therefore, the three women are 

word-hungry; they need to be fed with words: inevitably, they all need to write their 

autobiography.  Keaton hints that the act of writing will not simply stop at Ruth; the 

potentiality for the story to be written always exists. 

 The truth can be revealed through many different means.  No matter how 

different they are, the various ways of articulating all point to an ultimate goal: the 

reconciliation for the mother and the daughter.  Many critics, as mentioned in 

Chapter One, criticize that Tan always creates a happy ending for her novels.  The 
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happy-ending effect fantasizes the possibility of ultimate reconciliation and return to 

Chinese root.  However, it seems to be impossible.  At the first glance of the story, 

it seems true that the story ended happily: misunderstandings are resolved, 

reconciliation is made, both Ruth and LuLing have transformed from outsiders to 

insiders, and communication eventually goes smoothly between the mother and the 

daughter.  However, the problems still hidden behind the fairytale-like happy 

endings: LuLing’s dementia is incurable; Precious Auntie, after all, is dead; and Ruth, 

even though she learns the truth of the past, she is detached from it, that all she can 

rely is her imagination.  Finding out Precious Auntie’s family name although can 

reassure her of the sense of “home;” yet it is fragile and dependent on imagination.  

Tan does not promise a perpetual happy ending for Precious Auntie, LuLing, and Ruth.  

Nevertheless, she indicates that possibility of communication, reconciliation, and 

understanding is always right there waiting to be discovered to generate the meanings. 

 

 


