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Hunting the Dragon in Kingston's 
The Woman Warrior 

Marjorie J. Lightfoot 
Arizona State University 

The Woman Warrior (1976) and China Men (1980) are often designated non- 
fiction books, but both subtle and blatant shifts are made from fact to 
fantasy, actuality to myth. The resultant genre controversy is a 
consequence of the author's efforts to embrace much of life and imply its 
magnitude. Clara Claiborne Park sees both works "charged with the power 
of need - the writer's overwhelming need to talk-story, to summon art 
to search out and understand that past in which the fabulous and the true 
can never be disentangled" (595). Frances Taliaferro observes Kingston's 
power of levitation: "with a sudden lift, she rises from the concrete to the 
archetypal" (77). The author's narratives may or may not seem difficult 
to interpret initially: the myth/memory/present-moment fragmentation 
she employs and the fragmentation of the narrative sequence are both 
familiar modernist devices forcing the reader to attempt to integrate the 
material into a meaningful whole. This essay will show that Kingston's 
narrative structure - like her varied content and flexible style - uncoils 
clues to an epistemology and aesthetic theory which warrant the forms 
she chooses. Structure in The Woman Warrior provides glimpses of life that 
imply the nature of the dragon, reality. 

THE WOMAN WARRIOR AND CHINA MEN 

In The Woman Warrior and China Men Kingston examines the different 
but related experiences of women and men. Each structure is devised to 
support her particular subject and style. She has said of The Women Warrior, 

This is a book that I started to write when I was ten years old, but I didn't 
have the words. Twenty-five years later I was able to do it .... At first I thought 
I could do it all in one volume, the men and the women, but the men's stories 
didn't fit in with the women's stories. The mythology is so different - the 
men's stories were in conflict with the women's stories. So I decided that 
the men's book (China Men) would be a companion volume. (Brownmiller 
214-5) 
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Writing about real people impressionistically, she says she tries "to see 
all those flickering lights, and the lights evolving into some kind of meaning 
and picture" (Thompson 2). Talk-story is the Hawaiian pidgin term 
Kingston uses to characterize her style, though it is more consistently used 
in The Woman Warrior. It mimics the familiar manner of the oral tradition.1 
The story-teller's seemingly free association of ideas shifts our attention 
from point to point in the apparently spontaneous unfolding of the 
narrative, thus affecting structure. But content is artistically shaped, not 
just raw material (Thompson 6). 

Ford Madox Ford, in Joseph Conrad: A Personal Remembrance (191-230), called 
this manner of telling a story in a roundabout, indirect way the 
impressionist style; he and Conrad employed it effectively. The narrator 
orally recounting his story, or a story he has heard, moves backward and 
forward in time and moves from subject to subject at will. The author 
creates the illusion of immediacy, intimacy and psychological realism as he 
discloses the way the psyche of the narrator works, reveals his values and 
assumptions about life, and points up irony through juxtapositions. 
Kingston unites this style with a fragmented structure in both her books. 
She has said of her audience for The Women Warrior, "I even write for my 
old English professors of the new criticism school in Berkeley, by 
incorporating what they taught about the structure of the novel" ("Cultural 
Mis-readings" 65). 

In The Woman Warrior Kingston's flexible talk-story encompasses the 
mythic past, the ancestral past, the familial past, and the individual past, 
as well as the present - the cultural and personal experience of the 
developing woman writer. Let us call her youthful persona Maxine, to 
differentiate the naive protagonist from the mature narrator who presents 
both her immature perceptions and her adult views to the reader in the 
talk-story narration. In an interview Kingston has spoken of 

... that narrator girl. It's hard for me to call her me, because this is an illusion 
of writing. She is so coherent and intense always, throughout. There's an 
intensity of emotion that makes the book come together. And I'm not like 
that. It's impossible for a real human being to be that coherent and that intense 
day after day. ...In fact, I feel different when I write her at different ages. 
(Thompson 6-7) 

Through a fragmented narrative structure, as well as through fragmented 
content and talk-story style, Kingston recounts diverse experiences 
involving women that turned the young Maxine into an author. 

In China Men Kingston modifies the talk-story style to accommodate 
extreme changes of content as she creates a cultural and personal account 
of China men developing into Chinese-Americans over four generations, 
rather than to center interest on Maxine's responses to others' experience 
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as it affects her own, as in the earlier work. 
In each book Kingston employs a narrative specially structured to 

accommodate the specific content and style appropriate to her theme. These 
structures reflect her theory of knowledge. Each is composed of chapters 
that seem like independent short stories, but they prove to be significantly 
arranged. The order propels us toward our own leap of faith that the 
imagined whole is true and beautiful, as The Women Warrior affirms. We 
hunt the dragon she means to tame. 

EPISTEMOLOGY AND AESTHETIC 

What epistemological tenet determines Kingston's aesthetic principle and 
practice? The answer is made very clear in The Woman Warrior: "You have 
to infer the whole dragon from the parts you can see and touch" (34). 
Kingston offers this insight as the wisdom that archetypal man and woman 
mentors provide the young Maxine, who imagines herself the young Fa 
Mu Lan learning to become a woman warrior. In the chapter "White Tigers" 
Kingston poetically, wittily, considers how incomplete, fragmentary, and 
suspect the limited knowledge of "reality" is that falls within any mortal's 
immediate purview, whereas the dragon is known for its size and longevity. 

Unlike tigers, dragons are so immense, I would never see one in its entirety. 
But I could explore the mountains, which are the top of its head. "These 
mountains are also like the top of other dragons' heads," the old people would 
tell me. (34) 

Kingston's theory of the method and ground of knowledge calls for a close, 
sensitive examination of the little one can personally see and touch, smell 
and hear and feel, as the basis for imaginatively gaining a larger view of 
existence. She believes "in the timelessness and universality of individual 
vision" ("Cultural Mis-readings" 65). Patricia Blinde notes, "Kingston 
understands that objectively documented facts are as much products of the 
standpoints of particular persons or moments as are fictions, folk tales or 
fantasies" (68). 

"Reality" has to be apprehended both objectively and subjectively if it 
is going to take in all of life - fact and fiction - paradoxically viewed as 
the truth. She says, as Fa Mu Lan, 

I learned to make my mind large, as the universe is large, so that there is 
room for paradoxes. ....sometimes the dragon is one, sometimes many. 
(34-5) 

She makes allowances for the seeming contradictions of this apparently 
variable reality, and adapts. In an interview Kingston has stated, "I think 
imagination is very interesting too, because you can imagine your way to 
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what' s real," and "I think fiction can be 'truer' than non-fiction ... it can 
be more to the point" (Thompson 5-7). 

"You have to infer the whole dragon from the parts you can see and 
touch," and in "White Tigers" Maxine's education by archetypal mentors 
teaches her that beauty is one with the existential truth observed and 
inferred. Life is true and beautiful, paradoxically, even in hunger, killing, 
or death. 

It would seem that this small crack in the mystery was opened, not so much 
by the old people's magic, as by hunger. Afterward, whenever I did not eat 
for long, as during famine or battle, I could stare at ordinary people and see 
their light and gold. I could see their dance. When I get hungry enough, then 
killing and falling are dancing too. (33) 

Kingston goes beyond the Taoist paradox that the way up is the way down, 
that joy and suffering are the same: she affirms the significance and beauty 
of existence. Everything is meaningful as part of the "dance" of life and 
death that blossoms everywhere for her; it is true and beautiful even where 
the body is bruised to pleasure soul. As Stephanie A. Demetrakopolos 
observes, "Kingston makes the image [of Fa Mu Lan's mentors, the 
archetypal Royal Couple symbolizing wholeness] fill all space and time with 
its process of dance; it finally and forever irradiates all reality, revealing 
the miracle behind the ordinary" (202). 

To see truth and beauty as one, an individual has to be (1) hungry for 
understanding, (2) under the pressure of need for insight that validates 
meaning, and (3) willing to acknowledge that reality is both objective and 
subjective, compounded of fact and fiction in the mind of the beholder. Linda 
Kauffman notes that Kingston "discovers the essential unity underlying 
all experience" (207) whatever the personal limitations of one's experience. 
Though her technique is different, Kingston, like John Fowles in The French 
Lieutenant's Woman, insists through form and content that reality is part 
actual, part fantasy, and that the dividing line is often obscure. Imaginative 
inference is necessary and unavoidable in the pursuit of knowledge. 

MEMOIRS AND THEME 

Paul Gray believes "The Woman Warrior did... what all great autobiogra- 
phies do: it turned self-knowledge into art" (67). Margaret Miller says, "On 
the basis of this embroidering and piecing, James Olney would classify 
Woman Warrior under 'autofictography,' autobiography in which techniques 
of the novelist play a prominent part" (25). Patricia Blinde suggests the book 
"is a collage of genres": "It is at once a novel, an autobiography, a series 
of essays and poems. But while the work capitalizes on the conventions 
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of various genres, it also evades the limitations of any one genre" (52). But 
The Woman Warrior is not a fictionalized autobiography or autobiographical 
fiction so much as it is a memoir, in Kingston's view. It is sub-titled 
"Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts." Kingston says she did not intend 
to write 

history or sociology but a 'memoir' like Proust, as Christine Cook in the Hawaii 
Observer and Diane Johnson in The New York Review of Books are clever enough 
to see. I am, as Diane Johnson says, 'slyly writing a memoir, a form 
which...can neither [be] dismiss[ed] as fiction nor quarrel[ed] with as fact'. 
'But the structure is a grouping of memoirs', says Christine Cook. 'It is by 
definition a series of stories or anecdotes to illuminate the times rather than 
be autobiographical. ("Cultural Mis-readings" 64) 

The Woman Warrior does not trace Maxine's education chronologically 
through her life from episode to episode, as autobiographical fiction in a 
Bildungsroman so often does. Instead, Kingston presents discrete 
reminiscences that do not focus directly on her own immediate experience, 
except in one case. But all the stories have affected her life, necessitating 
analytical and imaginative responses to a variety of events. These anecdotes 
do illuminate the times as they disclose her major concerns while growing 
up in a Chinese-American community in Stockton, California, e.g., sexism, 
racism, nationalism, culture, human relations, dislocation. Kingston was 
born in the year of the dragon, and dragons drive evil spirits away, while 
celebrating life. 

Five chapters illustrate Maxine's efforts to come to terms with her double 
cultural heritage as a first generation native-born Chinese-American. 
Importantly, these chapters are psychologically arranged to reveal how her 
individual vision evolved, as she came to be a women warrior who is a 
writer, one whose life has taught her what to fight for and against. The 
fragmented structure artfully supports the myth/memory/experience 
fragmentation of content to develop this theme. 

CONTENT ARRANGEMENT 

The Woman Warrior book is structured in the service of the theme: how 
Maxine developed into an artist with experiences and ideas she wants to 
share to foster social change. Structure reveals the author's epistemology 
and aesthetic theory, just as content does, as she confronts memories of 
experiences that imply the nature of that dragon, reality. 

In "No Name Woman" Kingston reveals her childhood fear of Chinese 
violence and sexism. The hush-hush story was told Maxine by her mother 
twenty years ago, as a warning. In China a paternal aunt was reviled by 
the entire community, including her own family, for bearing an illegitimate 
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child, though it may be she was a victim - raped or seduced, as Kingston 
conjectures. This woman gave birth, murdered her child, and committed 
suicide, "drowning herself in the drinking water" (19) for spite. Kingston's 
adult refusal to enter into the Chinese conspiracy of silence as a final 
punishment of her aunt is evident in her insistence on publishing the 
tragedy. As an author Kingston now defies Chinese tradition in order to 
protest against inhumanity. 

My aunt haunts me - her ghost drawn to me because now, after fifty years 
of neglect, I alone devote pages of paper to her, though not origamied into 
houses and clothes. (19) 

This first story acts as an introduction. It is only 17 pages long, while 
the following chapters are 41, 61, 56, and 55 pages, respectively. But this 
brief tale implies one of the reasons why she writes: to discover as much 
as possible of the truth - through fact and inference - and make it known 
to the world through art. She publishes this story in defiance of traditional 
values, determined to foster a more humane society. 

The next chapter, "White Tigers," shows Maxine's childhood 
identification with a legendary Chinese swordswoman. Her mother's 
stories set up Fa Mu Lan as a heroic role-model, paradoxically defying the 
traditional Chinese image of women as worthless (which she also taught 
her daughter). Eventually Maxine realized that her mother's power of 
"talking-story" was analogous to the woman warrior's strength: 

She said I would grow up a wife and a slave, but she taught me the song 
of the woman warrior, Fa Mu Lan. I would have to grow up a warrior woman. 
(24) 

Kingston recalls in childhood imaginatively becoming the woman 
warrior. Taught by archetypal male and female figures of immortal wisdom 
to fight for justice, Fa Mu Lan is made by her parents to be a fighter who 
uses words, not just physical force, skill with a sword, and magic, to avenge 
family grievances. To take "revenge," in Chinese ideographs, is to "report 
a crime" and "report to five families" (63). As an adult, Kingston has chosen 
to do battle for truth, beauty, and justice, through words that have power 
and magic. 

The author renders the myth of the woman warrior, who gave her a 
heroine to emulate in childhood, and the title of her book in adult life. 

But I put ['The White Tigers' chapter] at the beginning to show that the 
childish myth is past, not the climax we reach for. Also, 'The White Tigers' 
is not a Chinese myth but one transformed by America ....("Cultural Mis- 
readings" 57) 

60 MARJORIE LIGHTFOOT 



In the third chapter, "Shaman," Kingston retells her mother's story of 
becoming a doctor in a Western school in China, courageously defying the 
Chinese taboo on education for women. After reading "White Tigers," we 
surmise in "Shaman" that Maxine's mother too is a woman warrior. She 
provided a real-life role-model for her daughter in childhood, as well as 
introduced the legendary one of the preceding chapter. But Maxine was 
concerned about her mother's partial Chinese acceptance of female 
inferiority, demonstrated in her purchase of a girl slave, and her acceptance 
of the status quo, shown in refusing to treat the dying or to save a mad 
woman from a communal murder when challenging the community's 
values was personally dangerous. It is as if traditional Chinese values had 
been carved on her mother's psyche, like grievances on Fa Mu Lan's back, 
whereas Maxine inherits Chinese and American values.2 Both 
contemporary women have rebelled against specific conventions in their 
backgrounds that limited their development. 

Chinese values and mores that Brave Orchid, her mother, brought to 
the United States, often conflicted with local American ones. Maxine was 
confused by the alternatives and felt immense guilt as she sought greater 
independence and self-respect. As an adult, she has explained to her mother 
her need for distance and independence from the tensions of the Chinese- 
American community she grew up in: she must remain "ghost-free." Their 
reconciliation, or rather, accommodation, is a positive achievement for both. 
It indicates the flexibility and adaptability that they have learned from 
experience, as they try not to be coercive. The next chapter shows such 
a learning experience. 

"At the Western Palace" presents the story of Brave Orchid's earlier 
futile, fatal attempt to transplant her elderly sister Moon Orchid from Hong 
Kong to the United States. This story demonstrates the danger of being 
wilful as a woman warrior, imposing values on others. Brave Orchid did 
not allow for the clash between Chinese and American mores and her 
sister's incapacity to adjust to the strange new world. Brave Orchid forced 
Moon Orchid to confront her Americanized Chinese husband whom she 
had not seen in thirty years. She urged her to make impossible demands. 
Kingston imaginatively reconstructs the meeting - from the niggardly 
account her brother gave her sister. But we do not know this until the 
next chapter, after we have read and taken as factual the funny, painful 
scene in which reluctant, obsequious Moon Orchid is rejected by her totally 
surprised husband, now a prosperous physician, with another wife. Unable 
to adapt to the alien American culture, Moon Orchid suffered a mental 
breakdown and died. 

It is not just Maxine's mother who has erred in her well-intentioned 
efforts to improve life through domination of others, and learned better. 
The next chapter shows how Maxine learned the same lesson, which 
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explains why the mother-daughter accommodation depicted in "Shaman" 
could occur. 

The title of chapter five, "A Song for a Barbarian Reed Pipe," depicts 
Kingston's desire to reconcile her double cultural heritage as an ancient 
Chinese poetess did, through words. Kingston recalls her own sometimes 
traumatic struggles, growing up in Stockton, California, to deal with 
conflicting Chinese and American customs. One custom, for instance, 
taught her to speak in a loud Chinese female voice, while the other 
encouraged a soft feminine American voice. In her double school life, 
Chinese and American, Maxine saw a totally silent Chinese-American girl 
as a more repressed image of herself. Her violent attempt to force this girl 
to speak up was shockingly brutal, not heroic. Guilt-ridden, Maxine 
retreated from life for a year, spent at home, in bed. 

As a young adult choosing American ways, Maxine protested angrily 
against having a traditional Chinese arranged marriage. Ironically she found 
she was mistaken both about her mother's intentions and her own means 
of purgation. She herself is the necessary listener, not her mother (237). 
"The throat pain always returns, though, unless I tell what I really 
think... (239). Telling the truth is necessary for her; writing provides a way. 

Her mother responded to Maxine's disclosure that she too talks-story, 
with the story of her grandmother's love of the theater. The grandmother 
insisted, on one occasion, that the whole family leave their home to attend 
the theater, despite their fear of robbers - who came to the theater. 

By daybreak, when my grandmother and mother made their way home, the 
entire family was home safe, proof to my grandmother that our family was 
immune to harm as long as they went to plays. (241) 

Maxine finishes her mother's story, proving their communication 
flourishes. She hopes that her family in China heard at the theater the songs 
of Ts'ai Yen. Ts'ai Yen, a Chinese poetess born in 175 A.D., endured exile 
amongst barbarians, but recognized their yearning for finer things in their 
flute music. She sang, flutelike, of her own grief and desires. And her songs 
were so moving that barbarians and Chinese alike listened and were 
touched. 

Kingston's ultimate role-model as a woman warrior is the artist, with 
no need to disguise herself as a man to avoid sexist condemnation, or to 
wield a sword in her fight for justice and against inhumanity, since words 
are more powerful. The word warrior challenges and subdues individuals 
with force of truth and beauty and engages the reader as her companion. 

STRUCTURAL CLUES TO THE DRAGON 

The chapters in The Woman Warrior could stand alone as short stories. 
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Their arrangement may seem arbitrary, but they actually create a logical, 
aesthetically controlled structural pattern that supports theme. The 
principle of arrangement is not chronological but psychological. It 
demonstrates the background and causes for Kingston's development into 
a writer as one might perceive them to be in retrospect, discovering links 
between seemingly random reminiscences of memorable times. She implies 
that this is how self-knowledge is achieved. 

In the first chapter, about her aunt's suicide, Kingston's motive for 
writing is established: to disclose some aspect of the truth about reality 
through literature, and thereby increase human understanding and 
tolerance. From the second chapter we find that Kingston's brave defiance 
of conventional values lies in her childhood identification with Fa Mu Lan. 
In the third, we recognize that Maxine's mother the doctor (and story teller) 
provided a more immediate role-model in everyday life, a flesh and blood 
woman warrior. We learn that Maxine's communication with her mother 
has improved in adult life as they tolerate each other's life styles. But we 
do not know why until we read the following chapters. Chapter four 
demonstrates that Kingston's mother made a serious mistake, with dire 
consequences, by coercing her sister. The conclusion of the preceding 
chapter, three, indicates that Brave Orchid learned restraint and tolerance, 
presumably from experience such as this. In chapter five we find that 
Maxine too has erred in the use of physical force and verbal violence as 
a child and young adult, and similarly learned from her mistakes. She 
discovered her true role as an artist, the word warrior implicitly superseding 
the swordswoman. Like her mother's talk-story, or the songs of the poetess, 
Kingston's writing provides a way to communicate her view of life with 
others and influence them. Through examination of the facts available, and 
through imaginative inference, she seeks the truth about reality, that 
impressive dragon. 

The plot does not proceed chronologically, with each chapter presenting 
a more mature stage of the hero's education and artistic development, as 
does the autobiographical fiction of Charles Dickens' plot in David Copperfield 
or James Joyce's in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Nor does every 
chapter focus as directly on Maxine's experience as do most of those 
presenting David and all pertaining to Stephen Dedalus. Since chapter two 
of The Woman Warrior actually recounts Fa Mu Lan's life, though Maxine 
identifies with her, it is really only the last chapter that makes Maxine's 
experience the center of attention. We trace her childhood and adult 
responses to stories she was told by her mother (chapters one, two and 
three), to events she partially witnessed and partially was told at second 
or third-hand by her mother and sister (chapter four), to events she 
experienced herself at first hand (chapter five). Techniques of indirection 
allow us to identify with the development of Kingston's self-knowledge 
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about how she came to be a word warrior, through illuminating experiences 
-others' and her own - of fact and fiction. 
The author's impressionistic style, talk-story, with its apparent free 

association of ideas, supports a spatial-plot structure. This structure is 
reminiscent of the novels of Joseph Conrad and Ford Madox Ford, which 
also move backward and forward in time with a plot in depth, a spatial 
progression, reflecting the mind realistically. Kingston's shifts of focus from 
one place to another indicate shifts in memory, from the vantage point of 
the present, now. Her plot structure is unlike Conrad's and Ford's spatial- 
plots in using discrete episodes to form chapters that could stand alone, 
chapters that disclose no direct dependence on each other for their order.3 
Careful juxtaposition of seemingly unconnected sections proves to be a 
familiar, illuminating modernist structural device. We infer the whole 
dragon from the illustrative parts, filling in the implied connections, and 
the order matters as it builds to a climax of insight. Kingston's work exhibits 
techniques from the modernist tradition which support her heritage from 
the East and West. 

Juxtaposition of particular stories or issues isolated in the chapters in 
The Woman Warrior is not random. The sequence implies the nature of her 
psychological maturation. The spatial-plot structure progressively patterns 
consequences that point back to causes of behavior: recognition of 
Kingston's role as an artist - recognition of the swordswoman as the 
legendary role-model - recognition of her mother as the swordswoman 
role-model (and talk-story artist) - recognition of flaws in her mother's 
behavior as a swordswoman - recognition of flaws in Maxine's behavior 
as a swordswoman, and insight that she must substitute the word warrior 
(emulated in chapter one) for the swordswoman as a woman warrior role- 
model. 

The sense of the present being informed by memory makes the 
associative aspect of the narrative clear. It calls attention to the astuteness 
of Kingston's very carefully controlled structuring that spirals back on itself, 
much as memory does, without losing the immediacy of the present 
moment. 

The overtly episodic nature of the book's structure reflects the apparent 
fragmentation of experience, while each episode in itself shows the author's 
lifelong uncertainty about what is fact and what is fiction. Like Kingston, 
we are forced to make inferences as we examine the partial, inadequate 
information at hand, glimpsed in the undulations of memory; we are forced 
to guess the whole dragon from the few parts we can see and touch in 
myth/memory/present-moment observations. The structure of the book 
does in fact provide a clue to Kingston's epistemology, which affects her 
aesthetic theory and practice in the development of her theme. The author 
is a woman warrior hungry for understanding, in need of insights validating 
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meaning, and aware that reality is both objective and subjective. As a word 
warrior she is committed to winning our understanding and appreciation 
of life; through literature, Kingston bids us ride the dragon. 

Notes 

1. Linda Sledge observes, "These techniques are proof to me that Kingston's is 
above all a consciously verbal or oral literary performance of the sort described 
by Walter Ong in his seminal essay on ethnic language, 'Oral Culture and 
the Literate Mind.' Out of the indigenous Chinese-American tongue, Kingston 
recreates the spirit and beauty of the original myth-laden 'oral culture' of her 
predecessors and fuses this with the rational 'literate' craft of the western 
writer" (18). 

2. Kingston mingles the legend of the woman warrior with the story of the 
General Yueh Fei, who had Chinese characters carved on his back for others 
to read. She does this not because she is confused, as some critics suggest, 
but because she is an artist adapting source material to her own purpose. 

3. The opening of chapter five does refer to Kingston's sources, her sister and 
brother, for the story of Moon Orchid's meeting with her husband, told in 
chapter four. Only if chapter five stood alone would the allusion be unclear. 
By choosing to explain her inadequate sources for the event only after she has 
told the story, she dramatically insists on the necessity of using imagination 
to fill out the incomplete picture of reality. 
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