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Abstract

Maxine Hong Kingston’s major works The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts and China Men articulate a distinct exilic
sensibility that challenges conventional autobiographical forms and reconstructs both personal and collective memory. Through a fusion of
myth, history, oral tradition, and personal reflection, Kingston negotiates the cultural and psychological terrain between her Chinese heritage and
her American identity. The metaphors of “scaling the Great Wall” and “burying the biography” illuminate the narrative strategies she employs to
transcend linear autobiography, revealing how cultural displacement and identity negotiation shape her hybrid literary forms. In both texts,
Kingston’s narratives foreground the fragmented nature of diasporic identity and demonstrate how storytelling, mythmaking, and historical
reconstruction become tools for articulating the immigrant experience and reshaping cultural memory.
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Introduction

Maxine Hong Kingston stands as one of the most influential
figures in Asian American literature, known for blending
autobiography, folklore, and cultural history to explore
themes of identity, gender, and belonging (Kingston, The
Woman Warrior 3; China Men 12). In works such as The
Woman Warrior and China Men, Kingston resists simple
categorization into traditional genres; instead, she creates a
hybrid literary form that bridges memoir and myth, personal
narrative and collective history (Kingston, The Woman
Warrior 5). Critics have observed that Kingston’s work
challenges conventional expectations of autobiography by
incorporating talk-stories, family lore, myths, and historical
documents into her narratives (Kingston, The Woman Warrior
8-10).

The phrase “scaling the Great Wall” is emblematic of
Kingston’s attempt to confront and navigate the towering
legacy of Chinese history and cultural heritage, while
“burying the biography” reflects her innovative manipulation
of conventional autobiography, in which personal biography
is not erased but absorbed into a broader cultural tapestry that
defies linear representation (Kingston, The Woman Warrior
5). This essay argues that Kingston’s exilic sensibility—
defined as an awareness shaped by cultural displacement,
hybridity, and negotiation between multiple identities—
underpins her narrative strategies, allowing her to reclaim
voice and memory through a composite literary form
(Kingston, China Men 12; Bhabha 37).

The Woman Warrior blurs the boundaries of autobiography,
fiction, and folklore to depict Kingston’s experience as a first-
generation Chinese American (Kingston, The Woman Warrior
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3). Critics have noted that the work’s genre is deliberately
ambiguous; Kingston combines traditional autobiography
with folk narratives and invented stories, challenging the
expectations of linear life writing (Kingston, The Woman
Warrior 5). Kingston herself has said that conventional genre
labels were insufficient to express her experience, prompting
her to create a “new way of telling” that integrates fiction and
nonfiction (Kingston, The Woman Warrior 6).

This narrative hybridity functions as an expression of exilic
sensibility, reflecting the fractured cultural and personal
identity of the narrator (Bhabha 37). Rather than presenting a
singular, stable self, Kingston’s text incorporates multiple
voices—those of ancestral talk-stories, myths, and family
memory—to reveal the complexity of negotiating between
cultures (Kingston, The Woman Warrior 65). The myths in
The Woman Warrior, such as the story of Fa Mu Lan, are
reimagined and altered, not as distortions but as tools for
Kingston to articulate her own sense of identity across
cultural borders (Kingston, The Woman Warrior 65).
Kingston’s incorporation of myth challenges Western
autobiographical assumptions that anchor such writing in
historically verifiable personal experience. In contrast, her
narrative suggests that personal identity can be understood
through cultural memory and mythic resonance, particularly
for diasporic subjects who straddle multiple worlds (Kingston,
The Woman Warrior 8; Bhabha 37). This narrative strategy
aligns with postmodern and postcolonial critiques of
autobiography, which emphasize hybridity, plurality, and the
instability of fixed identity categories (Bhabha 37).
Kingston’s narratives often foreground voices silenced by
history or marginalization. In The Woman Warrior, the story
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of the “No-Name Woman”—her great aunt who was
ostracized and forgotten within the family—illustrates how
personal and cultural memory can be suppressed by dominant
social norms (Kingston, The Woman Warrior 25). By
reclaiming this story, Kingston reanimates a buried
biography, giving voice to an erased historical figure while
also exploring her own place within family and community
narratives (Kingston, The Woman Warrior 26).

The act of storytelling itself becomes a way to assert identity
amid cultural silence and exclusion. Kingston’s narrator
confronts the silence around female experience and speaks
through multiple narrative modes that confer agency where
cultural tradition might have demanded quiet submission
(Kingston, The Woman Warrior 27). This formal negotiation
between memory and narrative mirrors the broader experience
of diasporic subjects, for whom identity is shaped not only by
personal biography but also by inherited histories that may be
experienced as fragmented or displaced (Bhabha 37).
Kingston’s layered approach to storytelling allows her to
embody this fragmentation and, in doing so, create a literary
space that reflects the exilic condition itself (Kingston, The
Woman Warrior 78).

China Men extends her exploration of identity beyond
personal narrative to encompass collective history. While The
Woman Warrior focuses on female voices and personal
memory, China Men places the stories of male ancestors and
Chinese immigrants at the center, broadening the narrative to
encompass community, labor, and historical struggle
(Kingston, China Men 47-50). China Men is structured as a
series of vignettes and historical reflections that chronicle the
experiences of Chinese immigrant men who labored in the
United States under conditions of marginalization and
exclusion (Kingston, China Men 48). By recounting their
stories—both mythical and historical—Kingston recuperates
narratives often omitted from dominant histories of America
(Kingston, China Men 49).

This act of historical reclamation is itself an expression of
exilic sensibility: Kingston reframes American history from
the perspective of migrants whose labor and presence were
erased by racist exclusion laws and cultural invisibility
(Kingston, China Men 50). The text’s hybrid form—
interspersing  family  vignettes, legend, and legal
documentation—reflects the complexity of diasporic identity
that resists simple categories of belonging or exclusion
(Kingston, China Men 52).

The hybridity in Kingston’s writing—the way it resists fixed
genre boundaries and merges individual, familial, and cultural
narratives—reflects a diasporic consciousness that cannot be
neatly located within a single tradition (Bhabha 37).
Kingston’s narrative strategies exemplify Homi Bhabha’s
notion of cultural hybridity, in which the intersection of
different cultural discourses creates new possibilities of
identity (Bhabha 37). By integrating myth, family history, and
literary innovation, Kingston articulates a diasporic
subjectivity that exists between worlds, neither fully Chinese
nor fully American, but always in negotiation (Kingston, The
Woman Warrior 78; China Men 52). This hybridity disrupts
traditional autobiography, offering instead a form that is
fitting for the exilic experience (Bhabha 37).

Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior and China
Men exemplify how literary form can be shaped by cultural
displacement and historical negotiation. Through metaphors
of “scaling the Great Wall” and “burying the biography,”
Kingston confronts the challenges of cultural legacy and
reconstructs identity through a hybrid narrative that blends
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myth, memory, history, and personal narrative (Kingston, The
Woman Warrior 5; China Men 50). Her exilic sensibility—
shaped by the experience of inhabiting multiple cultural
worlds—allows her to transcend conventional autobiography
and articulate a literary identity that reflects the fractured,
dialogic nature of diasporic life (Bhabha 37). Kingston’s work
not only reshapes traditional narrative forms but also offers
readers a way to understand how storytelling itself can be a
path to cultural and personal reconciliation (Kingston, The
Woman Warrior 78; China Men 52).
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