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Chapter Four 

Conclusion 

 

 By applying Bakhtin’s ideas to Amy Tan’s novel, The Bonesetter’s Daughter, I 

have proved that the possibility of articulating silence is always hidden in silence 

itself, waiting to be heard.  The three women in the novel are silenced and unable to 

speak for themselves because of their “unspeakability.”  Their silence is attributable 

to the shameful past and language gaps.  The disgraceful past makes the mothers 

unwilling to talk about it and hence the truth is buried.  Language gaps, which impair 

the intercommunication between the mother and the daughter, eventually lead to 

misunderstandings.  In order to eliminate misunderstandings between the mother and 

the daughter, the story of the past must be told to the daughter.  That is to say, the 

mothers cannot remain being silent.  The act of telling the story is crucial, because it 

“always exhorts a positive influence on the daughter’s self-development” (Huang 

175).  The truth of the past told by the mothers offers an opportunity for the 

daughters to gain new self-consciousness and turns them from outsiders into insiders, 

for they learn where they were from, and what they belong to from the story.  

Moreover, telling the story is a representation of self-agency of the storyteller, 

because it “unsettles the patriarchal myth that there could be a language of truth 

transcending relations of power and desire” (Glazner 155).  Even though the mothers 

are silenced and unheard by the society, being able to tell the story through the means 

of autobiographical writing grants them the subversive power to voice. 

 However, to eliminate misunderstandings, telling the story is not enough.  The 

story of the past must be heard by the daughters to generate its meaning.  In other 

words, the storyteller and the hearer need to build interaction to construct the meaning 
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of the story, which is to arouse new consciousness of the hearer and agency of the 

storyteller.  Singley suggests that the meaning of storytelling and story-reading is 

more than subverting the patriarchal dominance,  

Bakhtin points out that “human consciousness is a social phenomenon, constituted by 

widely shared, ideologically charged discourses” (Stevenson 181).  Bakhtin suggests 

that self-consciousness is a product of interactive and intercommunicative reality.  

Without interaction between consciousnesses, the new consciousness will not be 

generated and the truth will not be learned.  In order to make the truth learned, the 

daughters must listen to the story, because listening to the story is the act of 

interacting with and responding to the storyteller.  In Bakhtinian understanding, the 

responsive act is important to generate the meaning of language.  Similarly, the 

responsive act of listening to the story is crucial to produce the meaning of the story, 

which is to arouse the daughters’ new self-consciousness. Learning the story of the 

truth, the daughters are no longer confined to self-confusion, for the mothers’ story 

grants them the power to redefine and reexamine themselves. 

 Even if the three women are silenced, the truth must be told.  The truth can be 

told through alternative means.  No matter how the dominant society tried to silence 

these women, they cannot be completely silenced, for the desire of being heard 

endows them with the power to articulate.  Therefore, “unspeakability” will find its 

way to voice and to be heard.  Furthermore, the story itself is a demonstration of 

communication, as Mickey Pearlman argues that “[e]very mother-daughter story is 

finally a dialogue between past and present, silence and speech and power and 

helplessness” (qtd. in Lu 18).  The mother-daughter story that functions as a 

communication form brings mutual understandings and reconciliation to both the 

mother and the daughter.  The story of the past not only generates the new 
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consciousness of the daughters, but also brings the final reconciliation between the 

mothers and the daughters. 

 However, under the happy-ending surface of the novel where mutual 

understandings and reconciliation between the mothers and the daughters seem to 

have been achieved, there lie the limits of this happy ending: the dead cannot return, 

the diseased is incurable, and the living is remote from the core of truth.  In other 

words, the ultimate reconciliation cannot be fully made but can only be imagined.  

The reconciliation is problematic.  Precious Auntie never learned her daughter’s 

remorse; LuLing suffers from dementia, and how long the reconciliation between her 

and Ruth can last is still a question; lastly, Ruth learns the story of her mother and 

grandmother, but the truth to her is detached and hence only imaginary.  The ultimate 

reconciliation is elusive.  And therefore, as Keaton suggests, the urge of telling the 

story will last forever, for the silenced women wish to be heard, and the desire will 

never be satisfied. 

 Although there are limitations of reconciliation, during the process of 

communicating, negotiating, and articulating, the new self-consciousness is obtained.  

Through the process, the heroines are awakened by their new self-consciousness and 

they are no longer silenced, for the silence also leads to a possibility to voice.  In 

addition, the truth lives on through the act of autobiographical writing, as long as 

there are readers of the story.  Even if the real reconciliation between the mothers 

and the daughters cannot really be made, the act of writing autobiography promises 

that the truth of past will be told. 

 
 


