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Rhetorical Response to Amy Tan's "Mother Tongue" 

Language is more than a mere tool for communication; it is an integral part of our 

identity, shaping how we perceive the world and how the world perceives us. In her essay 

"Mother Tongue," Amy Tan delves into the complexities of language and identity, shedding 

light on the often overlooked power and significance of our linguistic heritage. Through a 

personal exploration of her relationship with her mother's "broken" English, Tan invites us to 

examine the intricate interplay between language, culture, and personal experience. This 

essay aims to analyze the rhetorical strategies employed by Tan in "Mother Tongue" and to 

evaluate their effectiveness in conveying the profound impact of language on our sense of 

self and belonging. 

SUMMARY AND CONTEXT 

In "Mother Tongue," Amy Tan explores the intricate relationship between language and 

identity through the lens of her personal experiences growing up with her mother's "broken" 

English. She recounts instances where her mother's English, characterized by syntactical 

idiosyncrasies and vocabulary limitations, often led to miscommunication and 

misunderstandings. Tan reveals that her mother's language became the subject of mockery, 

both within and outside their family. She vividly describes moments when her mother 

struggled to communicate effectively, such as when ordering food over the phone, resulting 
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in comical yet poignant exchanges. In these instances, Tan paints a vivid picture of the 

challenges her mother faced due to her limited English proficiency, emphasizing the struggles 

immigrants encounter when navigating a new linguistic and cultural landscape. As Tan 

reflects on her own experiences with language, she considers the power and privilege 

associated with fluency in "standard" English, highlighting the complex interplay between 

language, culture, and identity (Tan 64-67). 

PERSONAL RESPONSE AND ENGAGEMENT 

Reading Amy Tan's "Mother Tongue" evoked a strong personal response and led me to 

reflect on my own experiences with language and identity. Like Tan, I have encountered 

instances where language shaped my sense of self and connected me to my cultural heritage. 

Tan's description of her mother's struggles to convey complex thoughts resonated with me, 

reminding me of my own family's linguistic journey. I recall moments when my parents, 

immigrants to this country, faced similar challenges in communicating their ideas effectively. 

These instances often led to feelings of frustration, but they also instilled in me a deep 

appreciation for the power of language to connect generations and bridge cultures. Tan's 

essay served as a catalyst for me to explore how my bilingual upbringing has enriched my 

understanding of the world, emphasizing that language, regardless of its form, plays a vital 

role in shaping one's identity (Tan 64-67). 

RHETORICAL ANALYSIS 

Amy Tan employs a range of rhetorical strategies in "Mother Tongue" to effectively convey 

the nuances of language and its impact on identity. Through the use of anecdotes, Tan 

engages the reader emotionally, allowing us to empathize with her mother's linguistic 

struggles. One particularly powerful moment in the essay is when Tan recounts her mother's 
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difficulty in expressing her concerns to a stockbroker over the phone. Her mother's 

fragmented English is evident in the dialogue: "Why he don't send me check, already two 

weeks late. So mad he lie to me, losing me money" (Tan 64). The intentional inclusion of 

these broken sentences not only illustrates her mother's linguistic limitations but also 

underscores the frustration and urgency of the situation. This emotional appeal, or pathos, 

enables the reader to connect on a deeper level with the challenges faced by individuals like 

Tan's mother who grapple with language barriers. 

Furthermore, Tan skillfully utilizes ethos by drawing upon her own experiences as a 

writer. She describes her initial embarrassment when her mother's English was deemed 

"limited" and "broken." However, she later realizes that her mother's language is rich in its 

own way, capable of conveying complex emotions and experiences. Tan's evolution in her 

perspective not only enhances her credibility as a writer but also underscores the essay's 

central message—that language should not be solely judged by traditional standards but 

appreciated for its unique ability to capture one's identity (Tan 65-66). 

CRITICAL ASSESSMENT 

While Amy Tan's "Mother Tongue" provides a poignant exploration of the relationship 

between language and identity, it is not without its potential shortcomings. Some may argue 

that Tan's focus on her mother's English proficiency could be seen as overly specific and 

anecdotal, limiting the broader applicability of her message. It's essential to acknowledge this 

perspective and engage with it critically. However, Tan's use of personal anecdotes and her 

mother's experiences serves a crucial purpose. By grounding her exploration in the personal, 

Tan makes her essay relatable and invites readers to reflect on their own encounters with 

language. Her narrative approach allows her to delve deeply into the emotional and cultural 
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complexities of language, making her argument more accessible and compelling to a wider 

audience. 

Furthermore, it's worth considering whether Tan adequately addresses the potential 

criticisms of linguistic diversity and standardization. Some might argue that her essay 

inadvertently reinforces the notion that "broken" English is inferior or that linguistic diversity 

should be homogenized into a standardized form. However, Tan's message, when examined 

closely, challenges this perspective. She ultimately celebrates the richness of her mother's 

language and highlights the value of linguistic diversity. In doing so, she encourages readers 

to embrace and appreciate the linguistic diversity present in our multicultural society, 

ultimately advocating for a more inclusive view of language and identity (Tan 65-66). 

CONCLUSION 

In "Mother Tongue," Amy Tan masterfully navigates the intricate terrain of language, 

culture, and identity, offering readers a profound exploration of the power of linguistic 

diversity. Through her personal narrative and rhetorical finesse, Tan reveals that language, 

regardless of its form, is a vibrant tapestry that weaves together our experiences, histories, 

and sense of self. Her essay serves as an enduring reminder that language is not a mere tool 

for communication but a reflection of our multifaceted identities. As we journey through the 

linguistic landscapes of our lives, we must recognize the value of each dialect and expression, 

celebrating the unique voices that enrich our collective story. Amy Tan's "Mother Tongue" 

invites us to embrace the beauty of linguistic diversity and to acknowledge that every voice, 

regardless of its accent or vocabulary, contributes to the symphony of human experience. 
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