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In Autobiographical Occasions and Original Acts, Albert Stone identifies
several situations which he calls ““occasions” for the writing of autobiography.
The. first is “the situation of an old man looking.back over a long career
and significant stretch of history to recapture the personal past against the
background of sweeping cultural change.”! As examples of this type,
Stone discusses The Education of Henry Adams and the Autobiography
of W E. B. Dubois, though the most famous example, of course, would
be Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography. In Chinamerican literature, the
main example is Yung Wing’s My Life in China and America (New York:
Henry Holt, 1909), published when the author was eighty-one. The first
Chinese to graduate from an American university (Yale, class of 1854),
Yung Wing initiated and directed a government-sponsored program for young
Chinese men to study in the United States. Stone’s second autobiographical
occasion is the account of cne’s spiritual growth or journey, as Henry -
David Thoreau’s Walden (1854), Black Elk Speaks (1931), and more
recently Annie Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (1974). A third occasion
is physical or psychic violence, as recorded in the lives of Helen Keller,
Maya Angelou, Malcolm X, and Alexander Berkman’s Prison Memoirs of
an Anarchist.  Stone’s fourth occasion is the need to bridge a psychic
split between private and public self, a “split in social experience (which) . ..
defines women’s identities even more painfully — and creatively — than
it does for other groups ... tensions between old conventions and new
circumstances, between rigid social stereotypes and the urge to define
oneself in wider terms” (p. 23). This is the situation which occasioned
Maxine Hong Kingston’s critically acclaimed book, The Woman Warrior
(1976). ,

Constructing a plausible self-identity is, according to Stone, an original
act, an act of creation or recreation, necessarily involving an examination
of the cultural myths and national contexts which shaped this self. And
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since “myth and ideology, as Warren Susman has argued, are equally
essential to history in general, their presence and weight must be traced
in personal history as well” (p. 16). All of this Kingston does. For some
readers, her self-recreation is a confusing act because she does not remain
within the traditional bounds of any genre. The Woman Warrior is not
structured by chronologv, the usual method, nor is its mode strictly
factual; instead, the narrative is fractured, and fact and fiction are mingled.
Kingston blends myth and history, not the confirmable myths of the
Chinese people, but myths as filtered to her through her mother’s
consciousness and memory, actually what Kingston remembers of her
mother’s stories. As E. L. Doctorow inserted facts, historical figures, .
into his fiction Ragtime, Kingston incorporates fiction (the legend of Fa
Mulan) into her facts. Critic Patricia Lin Blinde aptly called The Woman
Warrior a “collage of genmres” and makes a brilliant connection between
the structure, “the tensior. sustained in the movement from one . .. form to
another” and “the dialectic of integration and alienation that takes place
in the actual life of the a-tist ....”? On a fundamental level, The Woman
Warrior is made coherent by thematic threads: woman as both victim
and victor, and voice as power.

Woman as victim is dramatically established in the very first episode,
which begins with an injunction and a simple disclosure:

“You must not tell anyone,” my mother said,” what I am
about to tell you. In China your father had a sister who kill=d
herself. She jumped into the family well. We say that your
father has all brothers because it is as if she had never been

born....”3

Kingston is told this story at puberty as a lesson and a warning; a woman
must guard her chastity and honor or she will be cast off. Her own family’s
silence negates the rebelious aunt’s existence and is greater purishment
than the havoc wreaked or. the family home by angered villagers.

However, instead of accepting the story as a moral lesson and keeping
it to herself, as an obzdient Chinese daughter should, Kingston, the
American, not only disobeys her mother’s injunction by telling tae story
but even elaborates on it. She speculates on the circumstances thzt would
bring a woman to an affair, moving from the most conventional explanations
to the most shocking. Perhaps it was coercion and “some man had
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commanded her to lie with him and be his secret evil” (p. 6) or perhaps,
a dreamer like Kingston herself, she fell in love with an ephemeral aspect:

She looked at a man because she liked the way the hair was
tucked behind his ears, or she liked the question-mark line of a
long torso curving at the shoulder and straight at the hip. For
warm eyes or a soft voice or a slow walk — that’s all — a few
hairs, a line, a brightness, 2 sound, a pace, she gave up family.
She offered us up for a charm that vanished with tiredness, a
pigtail that didn’t toss when the wind died. Why the wrong
lighting could erase the dearest thing about him. (p. 8)

Or she might have been “a wild woman” who “kept rollicking company,”
or perhaps it was incest. Kingston imagines how this aunt must have felt
watching the enraged villagers defile, destroy and loot her family’s home
and sympathetically and practically wonders if a general famine had anything
to do with the punishment’s taking the form of stealing the family
provisions. She recreates with a heroic cast the aunt’s experience of giving
birth alone at night under the stars, suckling her baby and finally hardening
herself and jumping with it into the family drinking well. The suicide was
paradoxically an act of love and caring, for the fate of an unwanted female
orphan in old China would invariably be a miserable one.

For twenty years, Kingston had remained silent, joining the rest of her
family in punishing this aunt, but now, in telling her story, in calling this
outcast “my forerunner,” Kingston not only acknowledges her but identifies
with this woman who dared to defy conventions, to break taboos, to be
her own person. Though victor and vanquished, or victim for our purposes,
are generally diametrically opposed, in this instance they may be found
in the same person. The no-name aunt is undoubtedly a victim of the
conventions of her society, her family, or her personal weakness, but at
the same time, in a small measure, she is a victor through her own suicide,
for by jumping into the family well, she polluted the family drinking
water and gained her revenge. In a larger measure, however, Kingston’s
telling of her story gains her aunt a victory, for not only is the family
silence broken and the aunt restored to her place, but through her
speculations, Kingston has extended, to this earlier rebel, not only
understanding and sympathy, but even tribute.

The second chapter, “White- Tigers,” clearly presents woman as victor.
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Kingston elaborates extensively on the original Chinese legend, which
comprises only a dozen lines. Her embellishment includes a muystical
Taoist training for the woman warrior’s childhood, a life of sacrifice and
discipline on a mountain top with an old couple who possess superhuman
powers. For Mulan, Kingston borrows a striking event from a legend of
a male general, Yueh Fei — the carving of the battle cause in characters
on her bare back. In Kingston’s version, though Mulan is playing the male
role successfully, nonetheless, she does not deny herself female satisfactions,
for her fiance joins her on her campaigns, marries her and in secret she
bears a child whom she sends back home with her husband until she is
able to join them.

These departures from the original ballad, however, are minor. What
is significant is that Fa Mulan is clearly a victor in every possible way: on
the spiritual as well as physical planes, in both the traditionally male and
female spheres of action. She has developed mystical powers as well as
military prowess and is both a successful warrior, as well as a wife and
mother.

The no-name aunt and Fa Mulan, both introduced to Kingston by her
mother, represent the polar extremes of social behavior available to a
woman: the victim aunt was obviously the example to avoid; the victorious
Mulan, a model to follow. But how, Maxine as a girl wondered, was one
to be a woman warrior in the United States, especially when one was so
shy among Caucasians that one never said a word and was told she had an
1.Q. of zero? Where was one’s village to defend? Who were the tyrants
and villains? How was a Chinamerican girl to reconcile the stories of her
mother’s Cantonese past with the realities of her Stockton, California
present and forge a harmonious identity out of these conflicting forces?

Kingston raises these questions but does not answer them directly.
Instead, she continues with her stories, and in all of them the victor / victim
theme is evident. .

The author’s mother, Brave Orchid is clearly cut from the heroic,
even a mythic stamp, a victor in many ways. She is described in terms of
hardness and strength, with “eyes strong as boulders” (p. 59), unsmiling in
her photographs, with no time for frivolities “My mother is not soft ...
does not have smiling eyes ... has not learned to place decorations and
phonograph needles.”” Finding that her husband in America does not send
for her year after year, though he continues to send her money, she decides
to use the money to put herself through a two-year medical school and



THEMATIC THREADS 159

she becomes one of thirty seven graduates out of an entering class of
one hundred and twelve. At medical school, Brave Orchid earns a reputation
for being naturally brilliant, by studying in secret, and for courage by
successfully exorcising a ghost that terrified all the women in the dormitory.
As a doctor, she is committed, hardworking, respected, fearless, delivering
monsters without blinking an eye. Finally joining her husband in the
United States, she incredibly bore six children after the age of forty-five
and worked in the family laundry from 6:30 a.m. to midnight. After the
laundry was torn down through urban renewal, even though she could
have retired on social security, she worked in the fields, picking tomatoes
and potatoes. ‘““This mother can carry a hundred pounds of Texas rice up -
and down stairs” (p. 122). Brave Orchid was indeed well-named, and her
victorious exploits and accomplishments are a modern equivalent of Fa
Mulan’s.

Her sister, Moon Orchid was, by contrast, a victim. In the chapter
called “At the Western Palace” at Brave Orchid’s insistence and with her
savings, Moon Orchid comes from Hong Kong to the United States to
reclaim her “rightful” position as the first wife of her long-estranged, now
remarried husband. By old Chinese custom, the husband and all his wives
could live under the same roof, with the first wife having preeminence and ‘
authority. In America, of course, this cannot be. Brave Orchid’s interference
in her sister’s affairs results in Moon Orchid’s humiliation, madness and
finally her death. Moon Orchid is 2 woman in the old-fashioned Chinese
mold, having lived a soft life, in a sense by reflected light, on the money
sent her from America by this straying husband, she cannot adapt to the -
American ways of independence and self-assertion, of doing everything for
herself, of abandoning the past. She cannot face the shock of harsh
reality and her mind gives way.

With" all the female models from the distant past and recent history
established, Kingston moves or: to her own story, showing the ignorance, the
bafflement, the conflicts, the self denigration, the stifling she suffered
growing up female and Chinamerican under the smothering wings of a
strong, willful mother. In this section, the voice becomes the central
symbol of identity and power. Those with voices and stories to tell, like
her mother, are powerful; those without, herself as a child, are powerless.
Throughout her childhood, Kingston believed that her mother had cut
her frenum. When Kingston identified with her mother, she was proud:.
“Sometimes I felt very proud that my mother committed such a powerful
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act upon me.” When considering her personal situation, however, Kingston
feared that she had suffered the female equivalent of castration: “At
other times I was terrified — the first thing my mother did when she saw
me was to cut-my tongue” (p. 164). Her mother said she did it to loosen
her tongue, to allow it to move in all directions, in any language, but
the effect was just the opposite: Maxine became tongue-tied. When she
began school and had to speak English for the first time, she became silent.
And even today, as an adult, though she admits she is getting better, she
says, “A dumbness — a shame — still cracks my voice in two” (p. 165).
Her silence was so complete that for three years she even covered all her
drawings in a layer of black paint, like a discreet curtain over her privacy.
When she found out she was supposed to talk, school became a misery.
“The other Chinese girls did not talk either, so I knew the silence had to
do with being a Chinese girl” (p. 166). In Chinese schoo}, from 5 to 7:30
pm. every day, she and the other girls had no difficulty talking, even
screaming and yelling. The problem was only with English, the language
of the “foreign ghosts,” and was most acute in the early years of school
when her mother’s influence was strongest.

In *he last chapter, “A Song For a Barbarian Reed Pipe” Kingston
tells the painful story of her bullying another twelve-year-old Chinamerican
classmate whom she hated for being so quiet, so clean, so soft ... so much
like the model set up for herself. Kingston tries to force the girl to speak
up but though she pinches her, pulls her hair, and screams at her, the
girl does nothing but cry and will not say a word. The author’s own
exasperation and self-hatred are vented on this unfortunate classmate but
to no avail except to leave Kingston guilty and bed-ridden for the next
eighteen months. In this case, the victim was the victor.

In the final episode of the book, Kingston retells a story of a Chinese
poetess Ts’ai Yen, born in 175 A.D. who at 20 was kidnapped by a raiding
nomadic tribe. She lived twelve years with these barbarians and bore two
children who did not speak Chinese but only imitated her sounds and
laughed. The only music these people had were crude flutes they attached
to their arrows, which sang in flight. One night she heard the flutes,
“yearning toward a high note, which they found at last and held — an icicle
in the desert” (p. 208) and she began to sing: “a song so high and clear,
it matched the flutes. Ts’ai Yen sang about China and her family there.
Her words seemed to be Chinese, but the barbarians understood their sadness
and anger. Sometimes they thought they could catch barbarian phrases
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about forever wandering” (p. 209). In finding her voice and singing the
stories of her own past, in creating art out of history, the victim Ts’ai Yen,
exiled and alone amidst strangers, became a victor. Her children no longer
laughed at her but learned her words and sang with her.

In writing The Woman Warrior, of course, Maxine Hong Kingston
finds and exercises her voice and makes, out of the ghosts of her past —
the stories her mother filled and confused her with in chil¢hood — a work
of art, a song that becomes “an icicle in the desert,” an ephemeral, unlikely,
unexpected event. Though “barbarians™ may not understand the language,
they can understand the emotions behind this song. The ethnicity that
was once a handicap, that set her apart from the others, that made her
feel inferior and strange is at the same time her heritage, her treasure, and
her strength. The same mother that humiliated her by sending her out to
demand candy to “rectify” the drugstore’s “crime” of making a wrong
delivery of medicine (thus bringing illness to the house, according to her
mother’s way of thinking) is also the source of all these beautiful Chinese
legends of feminine valor and courage, resourcefulness and pride. The
same mother that tells her that girls were sold as slaves in China and that
“it is more profitable to feed geese than daughters” is also the woman who
put herself through medical school, who studied while the other students
slept, who fearlessly delivere¢ monsters. The mother who filled her life
with ghosts from the past and made ghosts of her present (“mailman ghost,”
“garbage collector ghosts,”. etc.) was also the one who dared to spend a
night in the haunted room and who, with considerable effort, exorcised
a ghost that had terrified the entire dormitory. ,

Throughout the book, Maxine Hong Kingston contrasts her strong,
dominant, and domineering mother’s talk-story, and her own inability
to talk. The belief that her mother had actually cut her frenum, is the
powerlessness she suffered in relation to this powerful mother. The
book’s impetus is the daughter’s need to separate herself from her mother,
to stand apart, to be her own person, to find her own voice, to reveal

.her own power. Giving voice to the prodigal aunt’s experience in the
opening chapter is to assert not only the aunt’s existence but Kingston’s
own. That Kingston’s voice is finally so much entangled with hér mother’s
talk-story is inevitable, for most of the stories are the ones her mother
told her, embellished by her own imagination. Modestly, Kingston in a
1977 interview said, “My mother is the creative one — the one with the
visions and the stories to tell. I'm the technician. She’s the great inspiration.
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I never realized it until I finished the book.”® However, the final story
of Ts’ai Yen is an act of collaboration, which Kingston acknowledges thus,
“Here is a story my mother told me, not when I was young, but recently,
when I told her I also talk-story. The beginning is hers, the ending, mine.”

The Woman Warrior itself is the reconciliation between daughter as
victim and mother as victor, but it is simultaneously an acceptance of
a difficult past when mother may also be seen as a victim of sorts, crippled
in the New World by outdated customs and out-of-place reactions from
the Old World. The book is an assertion of the daughter’s victory through
the printed word despite the tongue whose frenum was cut, as though the
voice that was dammed up for so many childhood years had suddenly
broken through. Recounting so many of her mother’s stories, the author
is recognizing her indebtedness, and making of her book an offering of
love and peace not only to her mother but to the world. Between the
poles of woman as victim and as victor, as humiliated and as heroic, as
voiceless and as singer, Maxine Hong Kingston makes her plabe. The Woman
Warrior is the record of her struggle to come to terms with all the elements
of her Chinese background and their uneasy, often conflicting, relationship
to her American self. The resolution is finally the realization that the
very elements which made her a ‘“victim” in this society are also the
elements that, by her giving them voice and shape and beauty, now make
her a “victor.”

Kingstdn’s realization is the same one that minority Americans of
all kinds have been making. Decades before, Zora Neale Hurston, for
example, after studying anthropology at Columbia University, returned to
her all-Black hometown of Eatonville, Florida, to collect her people’s
folktales in her volume Mules and Men and to celebrate their verbal
agility in her novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God. Alex Haley scoured
manuscripts and traveled to Africa to research his Roots. Leslie Silko
shows the efficacy of the Indian medicine man in healing twentieth
century psychic dis-ease in Ceremony. James Welch’s protagonist in
Winter in the Blood is transformed from alienation to involvement after
learning that a spiritual old acquaintance is actually his grandfather.
Countless writers of all backgrounds — Toni Cade Bambara, Maya Angelou,
Paule Marshall, Toni Morrison, David Henry Hwang, Ginny Lim, Shirley
Lim, Toshio Mori, Hisaye Yamamoto, Rudolfo Analya to name only a few —
are celebrating the backgrounds from which they come. The self, the
family, the language, the traditions that minority Americans had once
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been taught to be ashamed of, that they felt humiliated by because these
set them off from ‘“‘everyone else,” because they made them the object
of ridicule or hatred, they have now come to espouse, to affirm. What
one thought to be one’s handicap turns out to be one’s strength when
one rejects the negative impositions from outside and accepts the positive
force from within. Black is beautiful. The Indian medicine men, the
curanderos do have power and may indeed bring one into harmony with
the universe. Chinese heroines like Fa Mulan can inspire pride. Awareness
and affirmation of one’s past and one’s tradition are the keys.

Thus, Maxine Hong Kingston’s books, The Woman Warrior and China
Men are not exotic eccentricities; they are part of a large wave revitalizing
contemporary literature.” The trend in contemporary literature by Caucasian,
“mainstream’ writers, dazzled by Alain Robbe-Grillet, who declared that
the purpose of the nouveau roman was to discard theme, plot, character
and action, in search of something new, tends to be complex, intellectual
games, full of abstruse allusions and clever wit, pointless and hollow at the
core. Steeped in proportedly sophisticated cynicism and negation, their
message is the negative one that life is meaningless and absurd. That route
is 2 dead end and it seems to me we have come to its end. Life demands
meaning, purpose, and affirmation. In the literature of the American ethnic
minorities today, of which Kingston’s Woman Warrior is a part, we find
the existential struggle culminating in affirmation. Today, heroes are
returning to chase out anti-heroes. But to have heroes at all, we must have
meaningful causes, ones great enough to give one’s energies and one’s life
to, and it seems to me the people with the most passionate causes today,
as has always been the case in the past, are those who have been powerless
and wronged. And the literature that is most powerful and vital today is
being written by these people.
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