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A Tongue of Lead 

Adapting to American culture has undoubtedly been the focus of countless young first-generation adolescents who seek acceptance from their full-fledged American peers. Long past adolescence, Amy Tan explores varying forms of English that she regularly encounters, and their roles in shaping speakers’ perspectives and identities within society, through her speech, “Mother Tongue”.  Tan’s speech conveys a thorough understanding that character development is significantly influenced by language variation, which has the capability to build one’s intent, passion, and social identity. Tan successfully delivers her story of personal growth through recognition of her own identity’s origins with zealous analysis, leaving her audience with the impression of conclusive unity. Once embarrassed and ashamed of her distinct, non-American heritage and blatantly foreign mother, Tan examines her past and embraces her heritage and culture with arms wide open. Amy Tan evokes similar compassionate emotions from her audience through her use of character development, emotion, and analytical logic conveyed through her  insecurity-ridden journey to uncover her identity within.

Similar to a vine, Tan was raised through an Asian culture of regimen and conformity. It was only natural for her to have the urge to “fit in” or assimilate to her American peers. As an adolescent, Tan—like many first generation children—found her family’s faltering English a barrier between being accepted and distinctly isolated.  Bursting out from behind the confining expectations of proficiency in math and science, Amy Tan pursued a rarely-pursued-by-a-Chinese-American career, that of a writer. After years of being “keenly aware of the different Englishes [she uses]” in her career of writing and orating, Tan finally realizes the significance of recognizing and respecting her heritage, starkly symbolized by her mother and their “language of intimacy […] that relates to family talk, the language [she] grew up with” (Tan, 712).  Tan makes a crucial connection at a critical developmental time in her transition into adulthood. Embracing her native culture, Tan weaves her personal and public lives together with strands of acceptance and endearment.

Situated between complex, professional English within her line of work and a casual variant of English relating to family discourse, Tan becomes conscious of the various forms of English she utilizes day-to-day.  Through her “Mother Tongue” Tan confronts her previous disrespect and misunderstanding of her mother’s accent-ridden English with a zealous recognition of her mother’s efforts.  She reevaluates her inaccurate past interpretations of her mother’s “’broken’ or ‘fractured’” English that seemingly ”needed to be fixed, as if it lacked a certain wholeness and soundness” (713). Like others’ short-lived, unsupported perceptions of the limited English speaker, Tan’s comprehension was far from complete.  Needless to say, Tan expressed guilt for judging her family—who provided the initial opportunity of life in America—with the expectations and assumptions of those of whom she was assimilating to, “[my mother’s] ‘limited’ English  […] reflected the quality of what she had to say. […] Because she expressed them imperfectly, her thoughts were imperfect” (713). Tan ultimately realizes that her superficial perception of her mother’s accented English overshadowed her mother’s genuinely wholesome efforts in raising Tan.
Once seemingly drastically crippled with a “limited”-English-speaking mother, Amy evokes sympathy from her audience with reflections of her recognition of her mother’s culturally rich speech. Tan’s use of pathos—emotion—in her personal experiences emits compassion on a deeply personal level that her audience can individually relate their own experiences to. By presenting a captivating universal emotion that the audience appeals to, Tan retains their attention by initiating a desire to question and understand their awareness of linguistic influences on their own personal development.
Once engaging her audience on a personal level, Tan seeks to develop a more insightful existential understanding of cultural heritage’s influence and its ensuing confounding effects on personal development. Tan had once conformed to her peers’ negligent ignorance of foreign cultures, basely believing that her mother’s blemished English “[would limit Tan’s] possibilities in life” (###).  Tan encourages her audience to evaluate their personal cultural journey by acknowledging her failure to recognize and appreciate her mother’s efforts in raising her in a foreign land. By embracing her mother’s imperfect English, Tan embraces an English dialect developed by her mother’s rich cultural past. Tan accepts her mother’s ethnic English dialect with zealous passion and determination to do her mother and heritage justice. 
By applying ethos regularly throughout her essay through broad sociological rhetoric and introspective interrogations of her past and present values, Tan is successful in prompting more profound self-review among her readers. She hits home with her essay with just enough ethos and a dash of redemption to prove that she completes her climb back up from her initial fall from compassion. Tan does her heritage justice by expressing her reformed appreciation for and compassion towards her mother through ethos—character—development in her fiction book—The Joy Luck Club—written in a casual conversational English, understood by her mother. In this novel, Tan redeems herself, capturing “…what language ability tests can never reveal: her [mother’s] intent, her passion, her imagery, the rhythms of her speech and the nature of her thoughts” (716). After years of walking the fine line between bewildering her readers with complex proper English, Tan reflects upon her past struggles with of identifying herself with one community versus the other: the one others expected her to be a part of and the one that she fell naturally into place in. 

Although Amy Tan redeems herself several decades after she flew from her mother’s nest, her essay successfully demonstrates that personal experience is never out of date; an audience can always relate to universal life lessons. Tan’s mother’s method of upbringing proves to be structured and worthwhile. Although Tan maintained ignorance of her heritage throughout her adolescent years., , she returns to her unanswered queries of her past to right her wrongs. As a result of reevaluating her comprehension of her own characteristic composition, Tan deciphers a story of redemption justified with logic, logos, blatantly proving that variations in language play a prominent role in shaping one’s identity and nurturing one’s heart and soul. Language is tailored to a people’s distinctive needs and ways of life, therefore it captures the essence of a collective culture.  Tan’s experience of ethical justification is relatable and appears in other contexts; therefore it is logical to conclude that language is a significant constituent of and influence upon character and principal development. 

By utilizing three general dimensions of analysis—ethos, pathos, and logos—Amy Tan weaves her frayed strands of life lessons into a complete and relatable essay that captivates and helps her audience pursue a more profound comprehension of their actions. Tan utilizes ethos for ethical appeal; her ignorant past is outshined by her newfound respect and understanding of her and her mother’s cultural heritage. The deep personal experiences found within Tan’s work is portrayed through the concept of pathos, emotional appeal. Amy Tan and her character development symbolize logos, a solid example that language is a prominent factor in personal character development and social identity. Tan engages and sustains her audience’s intrigue with a well-crafted essay that weaves personal experience with deep introspective interrogation and sociological questions that convey the general idea of personal growth, one that the entire audience can adhere to.  
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