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Abstract
Amy Tan is an American-Chinese author whose family moved to America
in the 1940s. She was born and raised in America, a matter that made her
live in struggle as a Chinese girl in American society. She neglected her
appearance, which looked different from others, especially at school. She
even refused Chinese traditions in an attempt to be American. Actually, this
gap of the hybrid identity is reflected in her works. Amy’s relationship with
her mother is problematic; she wants to be an American only, while the
mother wants her to keep the Chinese identity alongside the American one.
In The Bonesetter’s Daughter, we encounter a daughter who is in search of
a stable identity rather than a hybrid one; more precisely, she tries to adopt
the American one. On the other hand, we encounter an immigrant mother
who faces an identity crisis, but of a different kind. As an immigrant, the
mother cannot assimilate herself into the new society for certain reasons, so
she is caught up struggling between two different identities. To express the

anxiety of finding identity, Amy uses stories from three generations based
on the mother-daughter relationship.

Keywords: American-Chinese, Identity, hybrid, diasporic, crisis.
Section One: Background and Theoretical Context
1.1 Biography of Amy Tan: The Documentation of an Immigrant Voice

Amy Tan is an American-Chinese novelist born in California in February

1952; she is the daughter of immigrant Chinese parents. The influence of
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Chinese and American cultures affects Amy’s writings significantly. She
initially tried to assimilate into the American sphere at the cost of her
Chinese culture and heritage. She received her education in Switzerland
and earned her Master’s degree in Linguistics from San Jose State
University. When she was eight, Amy began writing; she wrote an essay
and published it in the Santa Rosa Press Democrat. This essay was the seed
that blossomed later on to make Amy a well-known writer. It foreshadowed

her future as a writer and not a physician as her mother wished her to be.

Tan showed an interest in reading literature and thus spent most of her time
in the library; this reading formed a solid background for her later writings.
Besides reading, Amy learned many Chinese stories from her mother that
later became part of her novels. Her novels can be considered semi-
autobiographical, reflecting her life as a Chinese girl born in America; they
also reflect the mother-daughter relationship and the significance of
mothers to their daughters (Zhang, 2015, pp. 3-4).

Amy’s mother’s health condition deteriorated, and Amy took her to China
as a kind of psychological cure to restore her health. Before the liberation
of China, the family had lost three sisters, and upon visiting China, Amy
and her mother were united with them. This incident is mirrored in her
1989 novel The Joy Luck Club. This novel was well-received and occupied
a position on the New York Times bestseller list for exactly seven months.
Besides, the novel received the L.A. Times Book Award and National
Book Award; it was also adapted into a film in 1993. The Joy Luck Club
was translated into more than 25 languages, granting Amy a position
among the successful American-Chinese female writers of the 20th century.
She wrote other important novels that were also bestsellers, such as The
Kitchen God's Wife (1991), The Hundred Secret Senses (1995), The
Bonesetter's Daughter (2001), and Saving Fish From Drowning (2005), as
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well as a collection of non-fiction essays entitled The Opposite of Fate: A
Book of Musings (2003). (Zhang, 2015, p. 5).

1.2 An Introduction to the History of Chinese Migration to America

The migration of Chinese people to America, or the “Golden Mountain” as
they called it, traces back to 1848. The majority settled in California while
others went to New York and other eastward cities. The economic
deterioration of the 1870s affected the Chinese negatively; they accepted
working for low wages just to remain in America. White Americans often
opposed Chinese existence, accusing them of damaging the American
economy by sending money to relatives in China. As a result, Congress
passed the first Chinese Exclusion Act on December 17, 1882, which was

renewed in 1892 and made permanent in 1902.

Due to this act, the Chinese were segregated and isolated in what became
known as “Chinatowns.” Chinese women were specifically subject to
exclusion to decrease the Chinese population in America. This period came
to be known as “The Driving Out.” In 1910, a second migration wave
started toward San Francisco Bay, specifically Angel Island. This location
became the entry gate for immigrants coming from the Pacific. Chinese
people continued to lead a miserable life in America under restriction and
exclusion, yet they struggled to stay. However, during the 1930s, the
restrictions imposed upon the Chinese began to ease, especially for women
married to American citizens. In 1943, the Chinese Exclusion Act ended,
consequently halting legal discrimination. About 20,000 Chinese, for the
first time in American history, were allowed legal entrance to America with
their families, granting them the right to live a legal life (Campi, 2004, pp.
2-6).

1.3 Identity and Literature
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Generally speaking, identity refers to the specific characteristics that
distinguish an individual from others. Literally, identity is defined as "one’s
personal characteristics, or the sense of who one is, as perceived by the
person or by others" (Campi, 2004, p. 4). It is essential to note that there are
various forms of identity, including racial, sexual, religious, and political.
Each of these is profoundly influenced by social, political, and

psychological environments, which in turn shape the individual.

Literature serves as a field that reflects and expresses human experience; it
Is a mirror of society, capturing concerns ranging from social and economic
issues to deep psychological and personal matters. Literature invites the
reader on a journey into the themes it investigates. Because literature both
affects and is affected by society, identity is a major social issue reflected
within it. In American literature, identity is studied extensively. America,
as the "land of dreams," has acted as a focal point for global migration,
attracting people from Japan, China, Europe, and Latin America.
Consequently, the variation of identity has become a vital matter for

scholarly examination.

Writers who migrated to America began exploring themes such as the
struggle for identity, identity crisis, language barriers, race, and gender.
Thus, not only did the American population become hybrid, but its
literature did as well. American literature became a platform for immigrant
writers to articulate their experiences, emotions, and hardships. In their
works, these writers present characters suffering from identity crises born
from the tension between two cultures: the one they left behind and the one
they entered (Cercis & Gorurum, 2017, p. 1).

Identity is not merely an answer to the question "Who am 1?"; rather, it

encompasses an individual’s lifestyle, including their beliefs, viewpoints,
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and ethics. These elements collectively form one’s identity. Since America
hosts diverse immigrant groups, a person often finds themselves torn
between their original identity and the identity of the new country they
have acquired. This leads to a state of "in-betweenness,” commonly
referred to as an identity crisis. While immigrants strive to maintain the
heritage, culture, and traditions of their homeland, they must also adopt the

culture of their new environment to integrate into society.

The new generation of immigrants often prefers adopting the culture of the
land of their birth, moving away from their ancestral roots. Being born and
raised in America, they often strive to be "American only." In contrast, the
older generation attempts to preserve their original identity, giving it
priority and expecting their children to do the same. This creates a state
where individuals are neither purely American nor purely Chinese, but a
hybrid of both. The clash between these two generations and their
conflicting ideas forms the basis of the identity crisis for the youth. For the
older immigrant generation, the struggle remains their inability to fully
assimilate into the new society. These are the central issues Amy Tan
investigates in The Joy Luck Club and The Bonesetter’s Daughter (Cercis
& Gorurum, 2017, pp. 1-2).

1.4 Previous Studies

Previous studies investigated identity crisis in the light of culture, and
cultural negation, in addition to the mother—daughter problematic
relationship in Amy Tan’s works, especially The Joy Luck Club (Yuan,
1999; Cercis & Gorurum, 2017). Other researchers, like Shen (2009) and
Bhandari (2020), have investigated how immigrant mothers transfer their
cultural heritage to their new social milieu, whereas their daughters delve

into negation with their identities. However, fewer studies dealt with
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multigenerational identity crisis in Tan’s The Bonesetter’s Daughter, more
precisely with the “bone” symbol. Thus, the research aims to fill this gap

by exploring generational identity negotiation across three generations.
1.5 Theoretical Framework

Amy Tan’s novel The Bonesetter’s Daughter deals with crisis of belonging,
especially in the context of Chinese migration and cross—cultural tension.
Thus, Amy is an epitome of such struggle. She is torn between her
inherited Chinese legacy and the American social milieu in which she is
raised. The novel, then, mirrors such tension and its psychological conflict
that leads to sociological conflict known as “identity crisis.” In the light of
such sociological problem, Stuart Hall (1994) defines identity in terms of
“being and becoming,” forming itself through not only history alongside
culture but also through power dynamics, a matter that justifies mother—
daughter conflict. In addition, Homi Bhabha (1994) delves into the concept
of “third space” to solve such problem, as such term points to a mixed
cultural zone which appears in Tan’s LuLing’s experience in America
through cultural negotiation. Chodorow (1978), on the other hand, views
that daughters take their maternal roles and face the challenge in an attempt
to create their own identities. So, for him, Ruth is an example of such
conflict. To preserve one’s identity in diaspora, Tan uses storytelling to
achieve such preservation alongside other meaningful symbols like “bone,”

which embodies both familial ties and Chinese cultural legacy.
1.6 Methodology

The research adopts a qualitative literary analysis as an approach, with

emphasis on themes of shaping identity and identity—negotiation.

Primary Source: The Bonesetter’s Daughter (Tan, 2001)

v || 21X Gl = e 08 Al - (1Y) bl ) o)




Identity Crisis in Amy Tan’s The Bonesetter’s Daughter

Secondary Sources: Academic sources dealing with diaspora, identity, and

mother—daughter relationship.
Research Methods:

Close reading of the text that offers a clear examination of identity
struggles, symbolism, and mother—daughter complex relationship. Also,
thematic analysis helps show the recurring themes such as memory,
hybridity, storytelling, and cultural legacy. The interpretive analysis, then,

offers an application of the theoretical framework.
Section Two: Identity Crisis in The Bonesetter’s Daughter

Amy Tan’s The Bonesetter’s Daughter explores the lives of three women,
centering on the complexities of the mother-daughter relationship. These
three women represent distinct generations: the grandmother, Precious
Auntie; the mother, LuLing; and the daughter, Ruth. As the novel opens,
the reader is introduced to Ruth’s intricate life as a Chinese woman living
in America. Her mother attempts to raise her according to strict Chinese
traditions, whereas Ruth, born in America, leads a more liberated life.
Being largely ignorant of Chinese traditions and culture, Ruth struggles to
understand her mother or the reasons behind her rigidity. Caught between
her mother’s desire to maintain a Chinese lifestyle and her own wish to
assimilate, Ruth begins her struggle as a Chinese woman seeking an

independent identity within American society (Yuksel, 2016, p. 3).

Generally speaking, for ethnic women striving for independence and an
individual identity, the task involves a double difficulty because they are
both ethnic individuals and women. They represent a "triple Other": as
ethnic women, they are the "Other" in American culture; as females, they

are the "Other" in a male-dominated society; and as ethnic citizens, they
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possess an identity belonging to a culture in which they live but do not
originate. Consequently, the complex process of navigating this double
difficulty makes the formation of identity a journey marked by suffering
and longing. Amy Tan utilizes multi-layered stories and characters to
illustrate the desire for obtaining a stable identity and to expose ethnic
anxiety. She employs the storytelling technique, which is essential for
immigrant writers to reclaim an unwitnessed past and become better
informed about their traditions, heritage, and history. Since the protagonist
of The Bonesetter’s Daughter is conflicted over which culture to
prioritize—American or Chinese—the novel is designed to articulate this
psychological anxiety (Yuksel, 2016, p. 3). In this regard, the author of
“Mothers’ China Narrative: Recollection and Translation” States, “[i]n a
bicultural context, the generational dialogue turns into a site of contention
between diasporic mothers and the culturally displaced daughters in this
mother-daughter dyad” (Yuan, 1999, p. 119).

The novel is structured into three parts: the first documents Ruth’s life in
America; the second focuses on the mother’s early years in China; and the
third addresses Ruth’s reactions and emotions upon discovering the history
of her mother’s family. By tracing the experiences of these three
generations, one can observe the varying degrees of identity crisis faced by
each character. In the first generation, the grandmother lost her identity as a
mother and remained in that state until her death. The cause behind the loss
of her maternal identity lies in the fact that she became pregnant before
marriage; to conceal this scandal, Precious Auntie was forced to give her
newborn baby to her uncle’s family. From that moment onward, she was
stripped of her maternal status, and a crisis of identity accompanied her
until the final moments of her life: “I gradually realized that Auntie

Precious was only a servant in my family” (Tan, 2001, p. 172).
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To end her life, Auntie Precious drank hot ink, but she was rescued by her
mother-in-law. She restarted her life without a voice and, moreover,
became a nanny to care for her biological daughter, LuLing. As time passed
and her daughter matured, LuLing wished to marry; unfortunately, the
groom was the son of the man responsible for the death of LuLing’s father.
The voiceless mother was helpless to prevent this union. Losing her voice
cost Auntie Precious her personal identity; no one knew her surname, and
as a result, she was neglected. She attempted to write her story for LuLing
to stop the marriage, but no one—not even LuLing—cared for her words,

leading to her death.

Auntie Precious lived and died without maternal or personal identity.
Despite her passing, she is presented as a symbolic character who remains
alive across two generations. She symbolizes the history of LuLing’s
family, their heritage, and their identity. The symbolic importance of
Auntie Precious is revealed through the objects she gave to LuLing before
her death, which are unveiled later in the narrative. Her lost identity
foreshadows the subsequent struggles of both her daughter and
granddaughter (Chun, 2019, p. 3).

Regarding LuLing, the mother and illegitimate daughter of Precious
Auntie, she was sent to an orphanage after her mother’s death. In the
orphanage, LuLing met and married Pan Kaijing, her first husband, who
unfortunately died during the Sino-Japanese War. Following his death,
LuLing traveled to America, which became the focal point of her struggle.
LuLing became conflicted between her fascination with America and its
culture and her adherence to Chinese heritage. She was puzzled regarding
which identity to adopt and follow. From the moment she arrived in

America, LuLing attempted to conceal the details of her life in China, such
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as her marriage and her real age; thus, her original identity was masked,
revealing a profound identity crisis (Chun, 2019, p. 3).

Nevertheless, LuLing retains a sense of commitment to her Chinese
identity, which is evident in the memories that haunt her. For LuLing,
“history was... a reservoir which she could draw from and share. It didn't
matter that she blurred some of the finer points. The past, even revised, was
meaningful” (Tan, 2001, p. 196). Consequently, her life in China—
including the trauma of war, the family's economic decline, her time in the
orphanage, and the death of her mother—remains present in her mind while
living in America. She is attached to the past to the extent of being
overwhelmed by the geography and landscape of China, nostalgically and

vividly depicting the road to the mountain temple:

Our family sometimes went to the Mouth of the Mountain for temple fairs
and operas. If we travelled by road, it was only about ten kilometers from
Immortal Heart. If we walked through the End of the World, it was half that
distance but a more dangerous way to go, especially in the summertime.
That was when the big rains came. The dry ravine filled, and before you
could run to the cliffs, climb up, and cry out, ‘Goddess of Mercy,’ the
gullies ran by like thieves, grabbing you and whatever else was not deeply
rooted in the soil (Tan, 2001, p. 139).

Through such descriptions, LuLing reconstructs a Chinese identity, a
phenomenon reinforced by Katie Walsh (2017), who observes that “Amy
Tan‘s mother characters frequently claim an essential Chinese identity,

authenticated by their storytelling of pre-migration experiences” (p. 618).

In the diaspora, LuLing reinforces her identity through her memory of
China, as she prefers to have her “home and identity centered elsewhere—

in China” (Yuan, 1999, p. 295). Her homeland offers psychological and
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emotional support in her diasporic life in America. For this reason, she
utilizes “China narratives in terms of [her] conscious needs and
unconscious desires, [to] assert them in the context of American culture for
self-empowerment” (Yuan, 1999, p. 295). This identity grants her control
and power in her arguments with her daughter, Ruth. Because Ruth was
born in America, she comes to symbolize American society; when the
mother argues with Ruth, it is as if she is debating the American society
that has marginalized her. LuLing’s "broken" English plays a significant
role in her marginalized state; since she is not perceived as fully American,

she remains a minor figure in society (Yuan, 1999, p. 297).

LuLing’s poor English causes communicative problems not only with the
community but also with her daughter: “But the way Ruth saw it, LuLing
got into fights mainly because of her poor English. She didn’t understand
others, or they didn’t understand her” (Tan, 2001, p. 234). In Introducing
Intercultural Communication: Global Cultures and Contexts (2014), Liu,

Volcic, and Gallois argue:

Culture shock involves both psychological and social processes which
evolve through several stages. For some people, it can either need a brief
moment or take a long time to overcome the social and especially the
psychological process of culture shock whose symptoms are depression,
helplessness, anxiety, homesickness, confusion, irritability, isolation,

intolerance, defensiveness, etc. (p. 199).

Language is a medium of communication; since LuLing’s English is
fragmented, she fails to adequately express her thoughts and emotions. She
utilizes the Chinese language as a means of expressing herself, which is not
understood in America; thus, she becomes defensive and rough (Liu,
Volcic et al., 2014, p. 205).
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Due to her language barrier, LuLing often attempts to avoid interacting
with others. This becomes evident during a dinner with Ruth and her
boyfriend’s children. She uses Mandarin to warn the children against eating
junk food, but instead of addressing them directly, she speaks to Ruth, who

must translate and justify the interaction:

‘You shouldn’t let them eat those things!” 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.’
...“‘Waipo speaks Chinese,” Ruth said, ‘because that’s the language she’s
used to.’... ‘She can speak English too,” Dory said (Tan, 2001, p. 165).

This linguistic fragmentation prevents her from fully adopting an American
identity, as language is a primary factor in expressing one’s selfhood;
lacking the language of the host country often equates to lacking its
identity. Simultaneously, her commitment to the Chinese language in
America leads to social isolation. She exists in a "half-identity," remaining
Chinese within American society rather than becoming an integrated
American-Chinese woman. An identity crisis occurs because she lives
neither in China with her original identity nor in America with a
synthesized American-Chinese identity. Instead, she resides in a state of
"In-betweenness," which constitutes the core of her crisis (Chun, 2019, p.
7).

Despite her current adherence to Chinese identity, LuLing remains
captivated by American culture. Her fascination began early in life at the
orphanage, where American missionaries introduced Christianity and
emphasized female individuality—a concept that affected LuLing
positively. Miss Towler and the children sang:
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We can study, we can learn, We can marry whom we choose. We can

work, we can earn, And bad fate is all we lose (Tan, 2001, p. 198).

The celebration of the female as a talented, independent, and gifted person
directly opposes the nature of traditional Chinese society and its rigid
patriarchal structures. LuLing was raised according to conventional
Chinese notions that grant primacy to patriarchy. However, within the
orphanage, she experienced "woman selfhood" and learned that a female
should be entitled to decide, act, learn, and remain independent. This
realization profoundly influenced her; she admits, “by then, 1 too had
changed, from a tutor to the teacher, from lonely girl to one who was in
love with Teacher Pan’s son” (Tan, 2001, p. 208). LuLing later fulfilled
this fascination with independence by marrying an American medical
student named Edwin Young. Through him, she experienced the selfhood
and individuality that contradict the typical Chinese family model where
masculinity is dominant. Consequently, LuLing shows an early tendency

toward adopting an American identity (Bhandari, 2020, p. 65).

Following the death of her second husband, the immigrant mother chose to
return to her roots, seeking to reclaim her authentic identity while raising
her daughter, Ruth. Thus, LuLing finds herself balancing American notions
of individuality with the restrictive modes of the traditional Chinese family.
She exists in a state of “being [and] becoming,” as Stuart Hall (1994)
conceptualizes it. This means she combines an identity personified by her
past with her current reality as a displaced woman in the diaspora. She is
developing a cultural identity that, according to Hall (1994):

"...1s a matter of 'becoming' as well as of 'being'. It belongs to the future as
much as to the past. It is not something which already exists, transcending

place, time, history and culture... they undergo constant transformation. Far
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from being eternally fixed in some essentialized past, they are subject to the

continuous 'play" of history, culture and power" (p. 225).

LuLing remains in a state of unstable identity, wavering between these two
poles. She attempts to navigate this “third space," as Homi Bhabha calls
it—a blend of the native world and the host society (Bhabha, 1994, p. 22).
However, gaining this cultural identity proves difficult and far-fetched
because the two cultures fail to assimilate or negotiate with each other due
to systemic discrimination. This prejudice was prevalent in the orphanage
and foreshadowed LuLing’s life in America. The orphanage was arranged
according to patterns of hierarchy and racism; LuLing was shocked by this
categorization, noting: “the two old English ladies lived on top, and I lived
in a room on the basement floor of the cottage” (Tan, 2001, p. 250). This
racial hierarchy, where Chinese individuals occupy the "basement,"
suggests that the two cultures cannot be easily synthesized when
discrimination persists between ethnic groups and the dominant society
(Hall, 1994, pp. 225-226).

LuLing’s fascination with American missionaries and traditions led her to
adopt the idealized concept of the "American Dream." She fantasized about
migrating to the United States and leading a life of extravagance where she

could lavishly welcome her Chinese relatives:

Sister Yu and Teacher Pan with his new wife would sail to America for a
holiday. GaoLing and | would come to the harbor in San Francisco and
wait for them in our new automobile... Before we drove them to our
mansion on top of a hill, we would stop at a ballroom. And to celebrate our
reunion... we would dance and dance and dance (Tan, 2001, p. 243).
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However, upon arriving in America and following the death of Edwin
Young, LuLing’s fantasy collapsed. She came to realize the harsh

economic and ethnic realities of immigrant life:

Life here is not so easy. And making money is not what we imagined...
Most of the day, I clean houses. | am paid twenty-five cents. That may
sound like a lot, but it costs that much to eat dinner. So it is hard to save
money (Tan, 2001, p. 246).

The hardships faced by Chinese immigrants who settled in America left
LuLing disappointed and frustrated. These circumstances gave rise to
mixed feelings toward both cultures; she was caught between her adherence
to her Chinese upbringing and her memory of China on one hand, and her
complicated attraction to American culture on the other. Consequently, she
felt neither fully American nor fully Chinese, remaining in a state where
she did not know which identity held the upper hand (Yuan, 1999, p. 167).

In an attempt to secure a stable identity, LuLing returns to her family’s
past, which has a profound impact on her life. This is evident through her
repetitive metaphorical use of the "bone" throughout the novel. The bone
serves as the backbone of the family’s history and a symbol of LuLing’s
ancestors. Bonesetting was the profession of LuLing’s grandfather, who
treated broken bones using traditional, domestic skills. This craft became
the family’s imprint, passed from one generation to another, thereby
symbolizing their collective identity (Campi, 2004, p. 9). Tan (2001)

illustrates this inheritance:

For nine hundred years, Precious Auntie‘s family had been bonesetters.
That was the tradition... That was their inheritance... The secret of the

exact location was also a family heirloom, passed from generation to
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generation, father to son, and in Precious Auntie‘s time, father to daughter
to me (p. 141).

Thus, LuLing finds her place within her ancestry, as notions of inheritance
are explicit in her storytelling (Walsh, 2017, p. 619). Driven by a feeling of
belonging to her family's history, LuLing continues her attempt to discover
it. Tan depicts the search for the therapeutic bones of the "Peking Man" as a
highly symbolic act. It is an excavation of origin and history—a quest to
find a fixed identity. The need for this bone symbolizes the strength and
longevity of Chinese history and culture (Walsh, 2017, p. 619). While the
bone is used physically for curing, it functions figuratively as a
psychological therapy for LuLing, helping her revive her family’s past,
traditions, and heritage (Walsh, 2017, p. 622).

Eager for belonging, LuLing associates herself with her mother, Precious
Auntie. This identification occurs through the memorial symbols that
Precious Auntie gave to her. LuLing literally returns to the past by opening
these symbols; she unwraps a parcel to find "an oracle bone symbolizing
her ancestors™ (Bhandari, 2020, p. 70) and a photograph of Precious Auntie
as a young woman. While looking at the photo, LuLing realizes that her
mother’s “face, her hope, her knowledge, her sadness—they were [hers]”
(Tan, 2001, p. 204). This association grants LuLing a sense of belonging to
the past, providing the compensation she seeks for her undecidable identity
(Bhandari, 2020, p. 70). The photograph and the symbolic bone bridge the

gap between mother and daughter, connecting the past to the present:

The first one was the oracle bone she [Precious Auntie] had shown me
when I [LuLing] was a girl... I clutched that bone to my heart... I held the
picture [Precious Auntie’s] up to the light.... And then I realized: her face,

A || 21X Gl = e 08 Al - (1Y) bl ) o)




Identity Crisis in Amy Tan’s The Bonesetter’s Daughter

her hope, her knowledge, her sadness—they were mine. Then | cried and
cried, glutting my heart with joy and self-pity (Tan, 2001, p. 172).

The symbolic role of Precious Auntie is central to this dynamic. She assists
LuLing in achieving her true essence through the eventual acceptance of
her mother. Precious Auntie embodies the family’s past, heritage, and
culture; therefore, for LuLing, accepting her mother signifies accepting a

fixed Chinese identity within her diasporic life.

LuLing desires a better life for her daughter, Ruth; she hopes to spare her
the emotional and psychological struggle of navigating a fractured identity
in the diaspora. Unfortunately, immigrants are often "doomed" to face this
dilemma. As a first-generation immigrant, LuLing functions as a "cultural
transmitter,” attempting to pass Chinese culture to her American-born
daughter (Bhandari, 2020, p. 70). She seeks to raise Ruth according to the
same rigid Chinese traditions she was taught. However, Ruth rejects these
traditions in favor of her American lifestyle. Living freely in the United
States, Ruth views these cultural ties as ""chains" that bind her to a place she
has never known. While LuLing wants Ruth to adopt Chinese values as a
source of support, Ruth views her mother’s rules as an obstacle to her
autonomy. This complicates the mother-daughter relationship, as Ruth
ignores her mother in much the same way LuLing once ignored Precious
Auntie. In this case, it appears that not only heritage and memory are
inherited, but also the contentious attitudes of daughters toward their
mothers (Yuan, 1999, p. 201).

In The Reproduction of Mothering, Nancy Chodorow (1978) explains that
"mothers by virtue of their gender... experience daughters as, in a certain
sense, like them" (p. viii). Daughters are generally expected to be a

continuation of their mothers. Consequently, LuLing attempts to form
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Ruth’s ethnic identity in isolation from American influence, aiming for a
singular Chinese identity rather than a hybrid one. This attempt creates
traumatic and confusing feelings for Ruth, who is pulled between her
mother's idealized creation and her own burgeoning selfhood. This split
creates deep-seated anxiety for the Americanized Ruth, leading her to
"want to silence her mother and diminish the anxiety that threatens her
existence" (Yuksel, 2016, p. 68). The resulting lack of mutual
understanding causes Ruth to feel that her mother’s guidance is merely
intentional criticism, reflecting the negative consequences of lacking a
clear, fixed identity (Yuksel, 2016, p. 68).

The relationship is further problematized by a significant communication
gap. LuLing cannot speak English adequately, and Ruth lacks proficiency
in Chinese; thus, the primary medium of communication is lost. LuLing
attempts to resolve this by urging Ruth to learn the Chinese language,
explaining that “writing in Chinese characters is entirely different from
writing English words. You think differently. You feel differently... Each
character is a thought, a feeling, meanings, history, all mixed into one”
(Tan, 2001, p. 39). Conversely, Ruth views her mother’s struggle with
English as a personal failing, asking, “Why couldn’t her mother learn to
speak English right?” (Tan, 2001, p. 90). This gap symbolizes the
psychological struggle: Ruth strives to be "purely American," while LuLing

wants her to be "American-Chinese."

As an American girl, Ruth prioritizes independence and privacy, rejecting
maternal authority. She asserts her autonomy by shouting, “I’'m an
American... | have a right to privacy, to pursue my own happiness, not
yours!” (Tan, 2001, p. 106). This behavior contradicts Chinese tradition,
which dictates that a daughter should be unconditionally obedient to her

mother’s will (Tan, 2001, p. 22). Despite Ruth's attempts to separate herself
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from her mother's culture, she remains biologically and psychologically
attached. Chodorow (1978) notes that while girls strive for separation, they
"continue to experience [themselves] as involved in issues of merging and

separation" (pp. 166-167).

Trapped between Western and Eastern traditions, Ruth is raised in a culture
that celebrates individuality. Fearing that Ruth will lose her heritage,
LuLing tries to "internalize their past" (Yuksel, 2016, p. 69) by teaching her
Chinese calligraphy:

"Watch," she said... Ruth's sleepy eyes tried to follow her mother's hand as
she swabbed the brush with ink... her wrist and elbow in midair. Finally she
began, flicking her wrist slightly so that her hand waved and dipped like a
moth over the gleam of white paper. Soon the spidery images formed:
"Half Off!" "Amazing Discounts!" (Tan, 2001, p. 49).

Ruth’s eventual failure to master calligraphy signifies her resistance to this
cultural internalization. She perceives her mother's actions as an imposition
of restrictive norms, which ultimately "creates a sense of alienation”
(Chodorow, 1978, p. 121).

Ruth’s refusal of Chinese culture aroused LuLing’s anxiety about her
daughter’s Americanization; such apprehension is mirrored through
LuLing’s recurrent use of the "bone" as a metaphor. This metaphor stands
as a reminder to Ruth of her heritage. The bone has a significant
connotation in Chinese culture, literally meaning "character." This fact is
explained by GaoLing, a Chinese woman and friend of LuLing, when she
tells Ruth about its significance: “The way bone is written can also stand
for character. That’s why we use that expression ‘it’s in your bone.” It

means, ‘That’s your character’” (Tan, 2001, p. 201).
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Consequently, the title The Bonesetter's Daughter is suggestive, as it refers
to two meanings: "It refers to setting both the bone and character on the
right track™ (Bhandari, 2020, pp. 70-71). When Ruth falls at school, her
accident is symbolic, reflecting the act of breaking not just a physical bone,
but her character itself. Although her mother warned her not to climb the
slide to avoid injury, Ruth disobeyed and broke her arm. The mother’s
caution was metaphorical; it implicitly suggested that Ruth’s attempt to
assimilate into American society might result in breaking her "bone"—
metaphorically speaking—or her Chinese identity. This incident reinforced
LuLing's feeling that her daughter’s identity was in need of being "settled."
Thus, LuLing takes this maternal responsibility upon her shoulders, acting
as the bonesetter of Ruth’s identity (Chun, 2019, p. 6).

As a "bonesetter,” LuLing tries to protect Ruth from "Westernization" by
monitoring her behaviors and activities. This surveillance causes Ruth to be
"full of passion, rage, and sudden impulses” (Tan, 2001, p. 121). In reaction
to her mother’s hyper-protection, the young daughter resolves "to be
exactly the opposite of her mother" (Tan, 2001, p. 121). As an American
girl, Ruth wishes to practice her individuality by keeping a private diary.
However, her mother, reflecting a traditional Chinese perspective, violates
this privacy, believing that "a daughter should have no secrets from a

mother" (Tan, 2001, p. 157). When Ruth discovers this, she shouts:
“STOP!!! PRIVATE!!! IF YOU ARE READING THIS YOU ARE GUILTY OF
TRESPASSING!!! Yes! | DO MEAN YOU!” (Tan, 2001, p. 123).

The capitalized sentences reflect Ruth’s enraged attitude and her desire to
be an independent person—an American detached from a restricted
Chinese lifestyle. Her ostensible need to distance herself from her Chinese
identity is further reflected in her outbursts where she wishes for her

mother's death; in Ruth's mind, the mother represents the identity she wants
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to escape. She shouts: “Why don't you ever do it? I wish you would. Just do
it, do it, do it! Go ahead, kill yourself!” (Tan, 2001, p. 124). This traumatic
interaction reflects an identity crisis born of living with two unreconciled
cultures. While LuLing was confused about which path to follow, Ruth has
already decided on her American identity. Her struggle lies in her inability
to detach from her Chinese roots because her mother functions as a
constant reminder and safeguard of that heritage. While LuLing’s conflict
was with the surrounding community, Ruth’s problem is with her mother;

yet, both share an internal crisis regarding assimilation (Hall, 1994, p. 87).

Ruth’s tendency toward Americanization is further shown in her adoption
of notions like "time is money." She becomes so consumed by work that
she claims she has no time to visit her mother, prompting LuLing to
remark: “Not free... because every minute must charge money... So busy,
so success” (Tan, 2001, p. 44). This illustrates Ruth's attempt to live a
fragmented, individualistic life. However, a turning point occurs when
LuLing begins to lose her memory to Alzheimer’s. Ruth seeks help to
translate her mother’s Chinese writings, an act that ends her traumatic
displacement. By uncovering her family’s history—including the
devastating wars in China and the forced migration to America—Ruth

restores her relationship with LuLing.

For the first time, Ruth finds her true self, stating, “I feel more myself”
(Tan, 2001, p. 220). This reunion allows Ruth to perceive her essence. As
Shen (2009) notes, “[T]o the daughters, cultural and ethnic identity is
possible only when they can fully identify themselves with their mothers
through their maturation into womanhood” (p. 6). Ultimately, the mother
and grandmother help Ruth reconcile with her "ignored Chinese culture"
(Shen, 2009, p. 9). By the novel's end, Ruth restores her ethos through her

mother’s writings and the symbolic "bone." As the narrative concludes,
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“[A] mother is always the beginning. She is how things begin” (Tan, 2001,
p. 191). This bond is the fundamental element in shaping the daughter’s
identity, justifying the title The Bonesetter’s Daughter (Yuksel, 2016, p.
71).

Conclusion

The Bonesetter’s Daughter demonstrates that the mother-daughter
relationship is vital in comprehending family heritage and maintaining
identity. The mother functions as a constant reminder that the present
cannot be detached from the past; she bridges the gap between the past,
present, and future. In the diaspora, the mother acts as the savior of ethnic
identity and the primary conveyor of culture. She serves as the medium of

reconciliation between the daughter and her ancestral roots.

This reconciliation is achieved when the daughter finally realizes and
comprehends the family’s history through memories, writings, symbolic
objects, and storytelling. Consequently, the daughter undergoes a profound
transformation in both her identity and essence. Through the acquisition of
her ethnic identity, Ruth evolves from being hesitant and fragile to
becoming assertive and conscious of her true worth. As the narrative
suggests, the bond between generations is the "bone" that supports the
structure of one's character (Tan, 2001; Shen, 2009).
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