The Woman Warrior: Notes on the book as a whole

Purpose of autobiography

Convey a self, a sense of self, a piece of what one really is. Is that possible? Do we really understand who we are? How can one take internal thoughts, external actions, family history, the greatest achievements, the vilest actions, the wildest fantasies, and the most mundane experiences and combine them into a book that portrays a “self.” What is a “self”? Is it constant? Is it a combination of actions and thoughts? Is it a deeper essence? Do facts convey it better than fantasies, is realism more accurate than distortion? Is the way we sound to ourselves more accurate than the way we sound to others. Think about the way your voice sounds differently inside your own head than it does on a recording, than it does to others: which is truer? Sometimes what affects us the most profoundly is not an important, dramatic event, but just one small moment, one small thought, one little snippet of a dream, one song at one moment, so distorting this small event into something greater can be more accurate. 

What is voice? What is the importance of voice in this autobiography? Why are words so important to Kingston? Why is translation so important to Kingston? Why is the final line of the autobiography: “It translated well.”?


Kingston’s inaudible voice


Kingston’s fantasy of being a woman warrior


Kingston’s ability to write powerfully


Kingston’s literary voice

Writing gives her logic, simplicity. Put all the pieces together and force them to make sense. But she doesn’t do this simply—she keeps the complexity through paradox. “I had to leave home in order to see the world logically . . . I learned to think that mysteries are for explanation. I enjoy simplicity. Concrete pours out of my mouth to cover the forests with freeways and sidewalks . . .” Her words can simplify the world, sort of. If it is written, it is true, even if everything else contradicts it. At least the allusion of simplicity is soothing. Nevertheless, her autobiography is anything but simple. Manipulate words to make them what you want; instead of being Ho Chi Kuei, grub ghosts or dustpan and broom ghosts, be Hao Chi Kuei, good foundation ghosts. With this empowerment, speaking the list, the words, she can make the “huncher” disappear. Maybe she made him up (205).

When she follows the traditional, idealized legend about the woman warrior with the comment, “My American life has been such a disappointment” (45), she connects these events of the past or of myth with the present and her American reality and produces a new and changing picture. In the beginning of her autobiography, she directly asks: 

Chinese-Americans, when you try to understand what things in you are Chinese, how do you separate what is peculiar to childhood, to poverty, insanities, one family, your mother who marked your growing with stories, from what is Chinese? What is Chinese tradition and what is the movies? (5)

This seems to be what Kingston wonders about her self throughout her entire autobiography. She struggles to understand herself and what in her background produced her self. In a sense, she meditates over which parts of her self are from where and over where she as an entity belongs, in order to understand who she is as a whole. Which parts of her self belong to China, or to the United States, or to a combination of the two seems very important to her identity. Jumping around from ancient stories to internal movie fantasies to ghost-world traumas, she does not come up with concrete solutions about why she is the way she is; instead she constructs a confusing, yet solid image that symbolizes part of her self. This self seems to be filled with many different pieces from the East and the West, from her mother and her ancestors, and from her classmates and ghosts, that are connected by small aspects of her own individuality. The sense of her self that the reader perceives seems quite similar not only to the content of her book, but also the structure.

The Woman Warrior seems structured not only by the creation of an autobiographical self, but also by talk-story, which feeds this autobiographical creation. The whole book is a long talk-story and this telling empowers Kingston. In a sense, this book creates revenge on all of those who silenced her: on her mother who cut her tongue, on Chinese culture that does not explain anything and demeans girls, on North American society that made silent an adjective for Chinese girls. From her mother, whose great power is talking-story, she learns the song of the warrior woman, Fa Mu Lan. With this knowledge, she realizes that she will “have to grow up a warrior woman” (20). Despite this goal, as the story progresses and Kingston grows older, she accumulates so much guilt that she cannot contain it and loses the ability to tell the difference between right and wrong. She envies Catholic girls who have the release of a weekly ritualized confession. “I had grown inside me a list of over two hundred things that I had to tell my mother so that she would know the true things about me and to stop the pain in my throat” (197). When she finally gets the courage to tell her mother the first confession on her mental list, her mother ignores her and then eventually says, “I don’t feel like hearing your craziness” (200). Kingston realizes that she will have no listener, but herself. Instead of resigning herself to holding in her list, she learns from her mother and disguises her confession list in a giant talk-story that millions of people will hear.

Ts’ai Yen and the barbarian reed pipe (206 – 209)

“The beginning is hers, the ending, mine.” Now controls the stories rather than the stories controlling her. An empowerment, but also an acknowledgement of her mother as a powerful talker in a good way, not just as a tyrannical force. She also talk stories. 

Ts’ai Yen, female poet born in 175

Captured by the barbarians from the south, but like other captives she fought too, along side the barbarians.

Has two children with the barbarians that cannot speak Chinese

Ts’ai Yen sings to match the barbarians’ music “a woman’s voice singing, as if to her babies, 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.”

“She brought her songs back from the savage lands, and one of the three that has been passed down to us is . . . a song that Chinese sing to their own instruments. It translated well.”

How is this story an allegory for the whole book? What does Kingston want to do with this book. How is Kingston like Ts’ai Yen, a poet that brings the two cultures together, who is admired by both, who’s words translate well between the two cultures. Who is a hero to the Chinese despite being a woman raised with the barbarians. 

Kingston writes in English, marries an American, but wants to find a sane relationship with her Chinese roots. Through the written word she forges that path, and through that path she portrays a self that is both Chinese, American, individual, ordinary, and extraordinary. 

