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AMY TAN

Mother Tongue

— hi-
Amy Tan was born in 1952 in Oakland, California, the dz.:\ughter of retczn:oce)l_
n;ns)é immigrants. In 1984, when she began to write ﬁc’gon, shhe sta;sealso 74
lore the contradictions she faced as a Chinese Amencanl'wh odv;he 3
Saughter of immigrant parents. Three years Ia!ter, she Pub ishe L
Club (1987), a best-selling novel about four immlﬁrjnttghmce)\s/;w;;e A v
: ks include the n
ican-born daughters. Her later wor . / o
gr;uerilwcter (2001), two children’s books, The Opposite of Fate.. A Ij;c;ko oefsll/;us:_ragn
(20(?3) and Saving Fish from Drowning (2005). In the folllowmg i gi,ﬂcer_
considé:rs her mother’s heavily Chinese-influenced Engl.|sht,.as weith il
ishes” ially in communicating w 5
“Englishes” she herself uses, espeae? . g with he e
:Ete thr;%\ discusses the potential limitations of growing up with immigrant p
ents who do not speak fluent English.

Background on Asian Americans and standardized tests The chl(;(.irenstzf
A:i‘;ngimmigrants tend to be highly assimilated and are oftenhou(;tstrz:g (;r;gwe“
dents, in part because their parents expect them :jo wc()jrkEn agShaﬂuently. o
Most who were born in the United States speak and rea : E L

dized tests, they have generally scored much ighe ik
'On Staf?da"F xample, the average SAT scores nationally in 2009 were i
! Enghs?' Orrietical Fr)ea,ding, and 493 in writing. Asian—American.sFudents ha
Eign Inecs of 587 in math, 516 in critical reading, and 520 in ertmg. The Yer-
Hilf P resent a recent improvement over previous years, in which AS.IaI’\-
il Sc'ores repd nts generally scored lower than average in the vgrba| sectl'ons
gl s|tLI szme Eases as Tan suggests, the perception that Asian-American
s SA-L‘ " reater skiyll in math than in reading and writing, based on aver-
Studetntsdaar\cli(iezid test%cores, may lead teachers to discourage these students
?rg:mspaunrsuing degrees in fields outside of math and science.

: i i . I cannot give you much
t a scholar of English or literature . ou muc
rIe ?}rgr? ;ersonal opinions on the English language and its variations 1n
mo
i r others.
s f(:rl;u;{v?iter. And by that definition, I am someone who haas jlvs;?;i
loved language. I am fascinated by language in daily life. It;p;ervtla ii; .
deal of my time thinking about the power of Ianguage‘— 1 truzih -
e ke an emotion, a visual image, a complex idea, or a s1r}r51p e1 e 1 -
A4 e is the tool of my trade. And I use them all — all the Engli
guage:
o Wfith. ntly, I was made keenly aware of the different Englishes I do use.
ecently,

"I was giving a talk to a large group of people, the same talk I had already
w

g I ‘¢ Of S S ZlbOth m

iven to h?l“ a dOZCII thL‘l' ‘J,I'OUP.'. ”1(‘ natcure 0[ ['hL l‘il”( V\‘/Zlb o lony
llifinﬁ 111)/ ll ¢ 'll]d my l)nok, ,l'/.)("ll’v ’./l(‘l\f (,lllb. [ h(‘ l'{llk was going a e
wr £, f 5 (€ ¢

oy
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well enough, until I remembered one major difference that made the whole
talk sound wrong. My mother was in the room. And it was perhaps the first
time she had heard me give a lengthy speech, using the kind of English
I'have never used with her. I was saying things like, “The intersection of
memory upon imagination” and “There is an aspect of my fiction that re-
lates to thus-and-thus” — a speech filled with carefully wrought grammati-
cal phrases, burdened, it suddenly seemed to me, with nominalized forms,
past perfect tenses, conditional phrases, all the forms of standard English
that I had learned in school and through books, the forms of English I did
not use at home with my mother.

Just last week, I was walking down the street with my mother, and I 4
again found myself conscious of the English I was using, and the English I
do use with her. We were talking about the price of new a
and I heard myself saying this: “Not waste money that way.” My husband
was with us as well, and he didn’t notice any switch in my English. And
then I realized why. It’s because over the twenty years we’ve been together
Pve often used that same kind of English with him, and sometimes he even

uses it with me. It has become our language of intimacy, a different sort of

nd used furniture

stand. Yet some of my friends te

English that relates to family talk, the language I grew up with.

So you’ll have some idea of what this family talk I heard sounds like, s
Pl quote what my mother said during a recent conversation which I video-
taped and then transcribed. During this conversation my mother was
talking about a political gangster in Shanghai who had the same last name
as her family’s, Du, and how the gangster in his early years wanted to be

adopted by her family, which was rich by comparison. Later, the gangster
became more powerful, far richer than my mother’s family, and one day
showed up at my mother’s wedding to pay his respects. Here’s what she
said in part:

“Du Yusong having business like fruit stand. Like off the street kind. 6
He is Du like Du Zong — but not Tsung-ming Island people. The local
people call putong, the river east side, he belong to that side local people.
The man want to ask Du Zong father take him in like become own family.
Du Zong father wasn’t looking down on him, but didn’t take seriously,
until that man big like become a mafia. Now important person very hard
to inviting him. Chinese way, come only to show respect, don’t stay for
dinner. Respect for making big celebration, he shows up. Mean gives lots
of respect. Chinese custom. Chinese social life that way. If too important
won’t have to stay too long. He come to my wedding. I didn’t see. I heard it.
I gone to boy’s side, they have YMCA dinner. Chinese age I was nineteen.”

You should know that my mother’s expressive command of English 7
belieshowmuch sheactuallyunderstands. She reads the Forbesreport, listens
to Wall Street Week, converses daily with her stockbroker, reads all of Shirley
MacLaine’s books with ease — all kinds of things I can’t begin to under-

1l me they understand 50 percent of what

my mother says. Some say they understand 80 to 90 percent. Some say they

understand none of it, as if she were speaking pure Chinese. But to me,
my mother’s English is perfectly clear, perfectly n

atural. It's my mother’s
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it, is vivid, di full of observation and
e, as I hearit, 1s vivid, direct, e
Fongui. I_}l"ekrl'11sarvifgal;atgl'le language that helped shape the way I saw thing
ery.
Lr;;tiss);d things, made sense of the world.

thought to the kind of English my mother 8

. :
Lately, 've been giving morte s B

EIlgllS}l- But I wince Wlletl I Say tllat. It haS always b()tlleted me tllat I can

o 4
ibe 1 “broken,” as if it were damage
i describe it other than : ; "
e Ofdnz \t?}l;g (i)ixeed as if it lacked a certain wholeness1 arflﬁl :(zﬁz;;l::m
a’nd }rlle:rde other terms used, “limited English,” for ex?r,np eeéce st 8
s es bad. as if everything is limited, including people’s percep
justa ;

limited English speaker.

Ji
i my mother’s 9
I know this for a fact, because when I was growing up, my

i ish limi ception of her. I was ashamed of her En-
“h'mited ]Englgktlhl:?g:? lgnggllj:; rfﬂected the quality of whath she }elraedi r;o_
o g 1ege use she expressed them imperfectly her thoug 1_tls \;vct o
ey 1821 Ie}iad lenty of empirical evidence to support me: the ta pae
e imlznt stores, at banks, and at restaurants dlddnot t;il i
PeQP}fsi}fll Cclﬁgar:ot give her good service, pretended not to un ersta ]
seriously, . . 2 |
e eVI\e/In aCteShiSr ll'fl;?el}c])::gdrrelzlti?e?rt:e limitations 1of herhEnpg}lSEeatsoméerlél 10

Aew call people on the
o 7 Eftelen)tgie iséfei tIO\;;V;oriid to zskpfor informat.ion p; ;::r;
o et de ! ﬁ at egople ‘who had been rude to her. One tlrﬁe 1 S
ety i o girokefin New York. She had cashed out her sma pork e
= = 'her Stofla ened we were going to go to New York the nex:1 v:ze i,n B
i 1;]““;? ogtiide California. I had to get on tl.le.phone ;mn s
:iirglesisetnt V%ice that whs not very convincing, “This is Mrs. Tan.

isperi %t he 1
And my mother was standing in the back whispering loudly, “Why he
n

! g
dOIl i SeIld me C}leCl(y a—ltead}/ two Wee};s ]-a'te' SO Illad }le 113 to me 1:SL

me money.” ! il
And then I said in perfect English, “Y
You had agreed to send the check two wee
Then she began to talk more loudly. ' WAZL And Twas trying to calm
Yorell him!fonneFhiothess yolu C}ﬁ?tmghmsi.ocklr)lroker “I can’t tolerate
: 1 the > .
ke her be quiet, while telling . : oing to
i dOWrI: ::zuzes. IfI gon’t receive the c.heck 1mmed1atelz/)v iein’l’ /%,nd ;gure
iralli]reﬁtlg speak to your manager when I'm in Nfew iorfl‘(tﬁie::smni;hed i
: in front o
following week there we were 11 ITo’ her, the real
enolzlgh;il; I was sittzigng there red-faced ar}d quiet, an% ml};;llo}itnglish.
e e’ltzm was shouting at his boss in her impeccable 1;)l R e i
MrS-W u,sed a similar routine just five days ago, for als;' an appointment,
X e rous. My mother had gone to the hospita odf aEl)ed g W
1es%ngr§3t abc;ut a benign brain tumor a C/}Tlsc‘an hl;les treEnghSh i
to »rv cood English, her b
id she had spoken very gooc 1 1w Whe oy said the
L ShSe 'Sﬁu(ihsc aid. tlFe hospital did not ;,Pulnglm \fvh‘u? .tl;tl);cﬂdid m,);
:akﬁ tll ‘ ‘(‘/\'1“ scan and she had come for pothing. She said they
1acl lost the L DA & -

es, P'm gettin et
ks ago, but it hasn’t arrived.

g rather concerned. 12

13
«What he want, I come to New
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seem to have any sympathy when she told them she was anxious to know
the exact diagnosis, since her husband and son had both died of brain tu-
mors. She said they would not give her any more information until the next
time and she would have to make another appointment for that. So she
said she would not leave until the doctor called her daughter. She wouldn’t
budge. And when the doctor finally called her daughter, me, who spoke in
perfect English — lo and behold — we had assurances the CAT scan would
be found, promises that a conference call on Monday would be held, and
apologies for any suffering my mother had gone through for a most regret-
table mistake.

I think my mother’s English almost had an effect on limiting my pos- 15
sibilities in life as well. Sociologists and linguists probably will tell you that
a person’s developing language skills are more influenced by peers. But I do
think that the language spoken in the family, especially in immigrant fami-
lies which are more insular, plays a large role in shaping the language of the
child. And I believe that it affected my results on achievement tests, IQ tests,
and the SAT. While my English skills were never judged as poor, compared
to math, English could not be considered my strong suit. In grade school
I did moderately well, getting perhaps B’s, sometimes B-pluses, in English
and scoring perhaps in the sixtieth or seventieth percentile on achievement
tests. But those scores were not good enough to override the opinion that
my true abilities lay in math and science, because in those areas I achieved
A’s and scored in the ninetieth percentile or higher.

This was understandable. Math is precise; there is only one correct an- 16
swer. Whereas, for me at least, the answers on English tests were always a
judgment call, a matter of opinion and personal experience. Those tests
were constructed around items like fill-in-the-blank sentence completion,
such as “Even though Tom was , Mary thought he was i
And the correct answer always seemed to be the most bland combinations
of thoughts, for example, “Even though Tom was shy, Mary thought he
was charming,” with the grammatical structure “even though” limiting the
correct answer to some sort of semantic opposites, so you wouldn’t get
answers like, “Even though Tom was foolish, Mary thought he was ridicu-
lous.” Well, according to my mother, there were very few limitations as to
what Tom could have been and what Mary might have thought of him. So
[ never did well on tests like that.

The same was true with word analogies, pairs of words in which you 17
were supposed to find some sort of logical, semantic relationship — for ex-
ample, “Sunset is to nightfall as is to .” And here you would
be presented with a list of four possible pairs, one of which showed the
same kind of relationship: red is to stoplight, bus is to arrival, chills is to fever,

Yawn is to boring. Well, I could never think that way. I knew what the tests
were asking, butI could notblock out of my mind the images already created
by the first pair, “sunset is to nightfall” — and I would see a burst of colors
against a darkening sky, the moon rising, the lowering of a curtain of stars.
And all the other pairs of words — red, bus, stoplight, boring — just threw
up a mass of ('onlllsing images, making it impossible for me to sort out
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something as logical as saying: “A sunset precedes nightfall” is the same
as “a chill precedes a fever.” The only way I would have gotten that answer
right would have been to imagine an associative situation, for example, my
being disobedient and staying out past sunset, catching a chill at night,
which turns into feverish pneumonia as punishment, which indeed did

happen to me.

I have been thinking aboutall thislately,
about my mother’s English, about achieve-
ment tests. Because lately 've been asked,
as a writer, why there are not more Asian
Americans represented in American litera-
ture. Why are there few Asian Americans
enrolled in creative writing programs? Why
do so many Chinese students go into en-
gineering? Well, these are broad sociologi-
cal questions I can’t begin to answer. But I
have noticed in surveys — in fact, just last
week — that Asian students, as a whole, always do significantly better on
math achievement tests than in English. And this makes me think that
there are other Asian-American students whose English spoken in the
home might also be described as “broken” or “limited.” And perhaps they
also have teachers who are steering them away from writing and into math
and science, which is what happened to me.

Fortunately, I happen to be rebellious in nature and enjoy the chal-
lenge of disproving assumptions made about me. I became an English ma-
jor my first year in college, after being enrolled as pre-med. I started writing
nonfiction as a freelancer the week after I was told by my former boss that
writing was my worst skill and I should hone my talents toward account
management.

But it wasn’t until 1985 that I finally began to write fiction. And at first
I wrote using what I thought to be wittily crafted sentences, sentences that
would finally prove I had mastery over the English language. Here’s an ex-
ample from the first draft of a story that later made its way into The Joy Luck
Club, but without this line: “That was my mental quandary in its nascent
state.” A terrible line, which I can barely pronounce.

Fortunately, for reasons I won’t get into today, I later decided I should
envision a reader for the stories I would write. And the reader I decided
upon was my mother because these were stories about mothers. So with
this reader in mind — and in fact she did read my early drafts — I began to
write stories using all the Englishes I grew up with: the English I spoke to
my mother, which for lack of a better term might be described as “simple”;
the English she used with me, which for lack of a better term might be de
scribed as “broken”; my translation of her Chinese, which could certainly
be described as “watered down”; and what I imagined to be her translation
of her Chinese if she could speak in perfect English, her internal language,

20
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anghfor that I sought to preserve the essence, but neither an English nor
; inese Ttruct.ure. I wanted to capture what language ability tests can
ever reveal: her intent, her passion, her imagery, the rhythms of her speech
and the nature of her thoughts.
Apart from what any critic had to say about my writing, I knew I had 22

succeeded where it cgunted when my mother finished reading my book
and gave me her verdict: “So easy to read.”

. . .

Comprehension

1. Whatis Tan classifying i : o1 e '
i ssifying in this essay? What individual categories does she
2. Where c}’oes Tan identify the different categories she discusses in “Mother
Tongue”? Should she have identified these categories earlier? Explain

your reasoning.
5, ]?oes Tan illustrate each category she identifies? Does she treat all catego-
ries equally? If she does not, do you see this as a problem? Explain. i
4. In what specific situations does Tan say her mother’s “limited English”
was a handicap? In what other situations might Mrs. Tan face difzcéculties>
5. What effects has her mother’s limited English had on Tan’s life? |

6. How df)es Tan account for the difficulty she had in answering questions
on achleve_ment tests, particularly word analogies? Do you think her
problems in this area can be explained by the level of her family’s lan-
guage skills, or might other factors also be to blame? Explain. /

- In Paragraph 18, Tan considers the possible reasons for the relatively few
Alsum Americans in the fields of language and literature. What explana-
tions does she offer? What other explanations can you think of?

Purpose and Audience

I Wl]y do you suppose Tan opens her essay by explaining her qualifica-
:fonls.? 1\’(/hyl,‘for example, does she tell her readers she is “not a scholar of
inglish or literature” (1) but i is “fasci i
o (1) but a writer who is “fascinated by language in
2. Do you think Tan expects most of her readers to be Asian American? To

lwl lf;'mnlmr with Asian-American languages and culture? How can you
te .

A l\ Tan‘ s primary focus in this essay on language or on her mother?
lixplain your conclusion. :
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Style and Structure

1. This essay’s style is relatively informal. For example, Tan uses I to refer to
herself and addresses her readers as you. Identify other features that char-
acterize her style as informal. Do you think a more formal style would
strengthen her credibility? Explain your reasoning.

2. In paragraph 6, Tan quotes a passage of her mother’s speech. What pur-
pose does Tan say she wants this quotation to serve? What impression
does it give of her mother? Do you think this effect is what Tan intended?
Explain.

3. In paragraphs 10 through 13, Tan juxtaposes her mother’s English with
her own. What point do these quoted passages make?

4. Consider the expression Mother Tongue in Tan’s title. What does this
expression usually mean? What does it seem to mean here?’

5. In paragraph 20, Tan quotes a “terrible line” from an early draft of part of
her novel The Joy Luck Club. Why do you suppose she quotes this line? How
is it different from the writing style she uses in “Mother Tongue”?

Vocabulary Projects

1. Define each of the following words as it is used in this selection.

nominalized (3) guise (10) semantic (16)
belies (7) impeccable (13) quandary (20)
empirical (9) insular (15) nascent (20)

2. In paragraph 8, Tan discusses the different words and phrases that might
be used to describe her mother’s spoken English. Which of these terms
seems most accurate? Do you agree with Tan that these words are unsatis-
factory? What other term for her mother’s English would be both neutral
and accurate?

Journal Entry

In paragraph 9, Tan says that when she was growing up she was sometimes
ashamed of her mother because of her limited English proficiency. Have you
ever felt ashamed of a parent (or a friend) because of his or her inability to “fit
in” in some way? How do you feel now about your earlier reaction?

Writing Workshop

1. What different “Englishes” (or other languages) do you use in your day-
to-day life as a student, employee, friend, and family member? Write a
classification-and-division essay identifying, describing, and illustrating
each kind of language and explaining the purpose it serves.

2. Working with Sources. What kinds of problems does a person whose
English is as limited as Mrs. Tan’s face in the age of computers and
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instant communication? Write
identifies and explains the kind
if the level of your spoken Engli

a classification-and-division essay that

s of problems you might encounter today
sh were comparable to Mrs. Tan’s, Try to
update some of the specific situations Tan describes, quoting Tan where
necessary, and be sure to document any borrowed words or ideas and to

include a works-cited page. (See Chapter 18 for information on MLA
documentation.)

; Tfin’s essay focuses on spoken language, but people also use different
kinds of written language in different situations, Write a classification-
an.d-division essay that identifies and analyzes three different kinds of
written English: one appropriate for your parents, one for a teacher or
employer, and one for a friend. Illustrate each kind of language with
a few sentences directed at each audience about your plans for your fu-

ture. In your thesis statement, explain why all three kinds of language
are necessary.

Combining the Patterns

Tan develops her essay with a series of anecdotes about her mother and about
herself. How does this use of narration strengthen her essay? Could she have
made her point about the use of different “Englishes” without these anec-
dotes? What other strategy could she have used?

Thematic Connections

* “Only Daughter” (page 111)
* “Why Chinese Mothers Are Superior” (page 410)
* “The Shame Game” (page 680)




