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Abstract: Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior has often been read as a narrative of breaking silence and recovering 
female voice. Such an interpretation, however, risks reducing the complex relationship between silence, speech, gender, and 
ethnicity in the text to a simple movement from oppression to liberation. Focusing on the No Name Woman, the young narrator’s 
experiences of linguistic silence, her violent confrontation with another silent Chinese American girl, and the concluding story 
of Ts’ai Yen, this article argues that Kingston presents neither silence nor speech as inherently oppressive. Silence may function 
as patriarchal erasure and racial marginalization, but speech can likewise become coercive when it is imposed as the only 
legitimate form of subjectivity. The memoir therefore shifts the question from whether Chinese American women can speak to 
how they negotiate the conditions under which their voices become intelligible. The final image of Ts’ai Yen’s translatable song 
provides an alternative model of subject formation: Chinese American female identity emerges not through the recovery of a 
culturally pure or authentic voice, but through the revision and translation of conflicting familial, gendered, linguistic, and 
cultural discourses. The movement from “You must not tell” to “It translated well” consequently defines The Woman Warrior as 
a literary act of cultural translation in which contradiction itself becomes a source of narrative agency. 
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1. Introduction 
Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of 

a Girlhood among Ghosts opens with an injunction against 
storytelling: “You must not tell anyone” [4]. It closes, 
however, with the story of Ts’ai Yen, a displaced Chinese 
woman whose song crosses linguistic and cultural boundaries 
and ultimately “translated well” . The distance between these 
two statements—between prohibition and translation—
provides one of the most productive ways of understanding 
Kingston’s exploration of Chinese American female 
subjectivity. Throughout the memoir, women are forbidden to 
speak, compelled to speak, represented through the speech of 
others, transformed through storytelling, or made audible 
only through acts of imaginative reconstruction. 

Criticism of The Woman Warrior has therefore paid 
considerable attention to silence and voice. King-Kok Cheung 
influentially situates Kingston’s work within a movement 
from speechlessness toward articulation, emphasizing the 
interlocking pressures of sex, race, and language upon 
minority women [2]. David Leiwei Li similarly examines the 
difficulty of constructing a Chinese American “I” within 
competing systems of cultural signification [5], while Malini 
Schueller argues that Kingston’s dialogic narrative unsettles 
fixed definitions of both racial and gender identity [7]. These 
approaches establish voice as a central problem in the text, yet 
Kingston’s treatment of speech cannot be reduced to a 
straightforward model in which silence represents oppression 
and speech automatically signifies liberation. 

The memoir repeatedly destabilizes such an opposition. 
The No Name Woman is silenced through patriarchal erasure, 
but Brave Orchid possesses formidable narrative authority. 
The young Kingston becomes nearly voiceless in American 
school but speaks loudly in Chinese school. More troublingly, 
the narrator who suffers from silence later attempts to force 

another Chinese American girl to speak, turning speech itself 
into an instrument of coercion. Such moments suggest that the 
crucial issue is not simply the possession or absence of voice. 
Rather, Kingston asks who is permitted to speak, under what 
conditions speech becomes meaningful, and whether a voice 
imposed by dominant social expectations can genuinely 
constitute agency. 

This article argues that The Woman Warrior complicates 
the conventional opposition between oppressive silence and 
empowering speech by presenting both as socially and 
culturally regulated forms. Through the symbolic erasure and 
imaginative reconstruction of the No Name Woman, the 
narrator’s culturally produced silence and her violent 
confrontation with another silent Chinese American girl, and 
the final story of Ts’ai Yen, Kingston demonstrates that 
Chinese American female subjectivity cannot be understood 
as the recovery of an authentic voice buried beneath 
oppression. Instead, it emerges through the revision, 
negotiation, and translation of conflicting familial, gendered, 
ethnic, and linguistic discourses. The movement from “You 
must not tell” to “It translated well” is therefore not a linear 
journey from silence to speech but a transformation of 
inherited contradictions into a hybrid form of expression. 

2. Gendered Silence and the Erasure of 
the No Name Woman 

The opening chapter, “No Name Woman,” establishes 
silence not simply as the absence of speech but as a 
mechanism of social erasure. Brave Orchid tells her daughter 
about an aunt who became pregnant while her husband was 
abroad, was attacked by villagers, gave birth in isolation, and 
eventually drowned herself and her infant in the family well. 
The aunt’s punishment, however, continues after her death. 
The family refuses to acknowledge that she ever existed. Her 
name disappears from family history, and her story becomes 



 

7 

something that must not be repeated. 
The erasure of the aunt is specifically gendered. Her 

sexuality is treated as a threat to familial and communal order, 
while male sexuality is subjected to no comparable narrative 
punishment. The woman’s body becomes the site upon which 
expectations concerning chastity, marriage, reproduction, and 
family loyalty are violently enforced. Patriarchal authority 
therefore operates not only through physical violence but also 
through control over cultural memory. To determine who may 
be remembered is also to determine who may possess a 
socially recognizable identity. 

The designation “No Name Woman” makes this connection 
especially visible. Without a name, the aunt cannot occupy an 
autonomous position in the family narrative. Marlene 
Goldman observes that Kingston’s writing is deeply 
concerned with the difficulty of mapping female identity 
across contradictory cultural systems; the No Name Woman 
represents an extreme form of such displacement because she 
is denied a stable subject position altogether [3]. Her silence 
thus extends beyond an inability to speak. It becomes an 
absence imposed upon her by collective memory. 

Yet Kingston immediately introduces a paradox into this 
system of prohibition. Brave Orchid tells her daughter that the 
story must not be repeated, but she can issue this prohibition 
only by telling the story herself. The prohibition against 
storytelling therefore becomes an act of storytelling. Decades 
later, Kingston intensifies the contradiction by transforming 
the forbidden family history into the opening chapter of a 
published memoir. The aunt whom the family attempts to 
erase becomes one of the most memorable figures in The 
Woman Warrior. 

This act of recovery, however, is far from simple. Kingston 
does not possess enough information to reconstruct her aunt’s 
life with historical certainty. She does not know whether the 
pregnancy resulted from desire, affection, coercion, or rape. 
Nor can she know exactly how the aunt understood her own 
situation. Instead, the narrator imagines different possible 
versions of the story, repeatedly revising her interpretations. 

Such speculative reconstruction is significant because it 
prevents the recovery of female voice from becoming an 
uncomplicated restoration of historical truth. Kingston cannot 
return the aunt to an original, untouched identity. The silenced 
woman can re-enter narrative only through the imagination of 
another woman. Voice is therefore already mediated. 

A similar process operates in “White Tigers,” where 
Kingston transforms the inherited legend of the woman 
warrior into a fantasy through which a Chinese American girl 
imagines female power. Sau-ling Cynthia Wong’s distinction 
between “necessity and extravagance” draws attention to 
precisely this interaction between ethnic experience and 
imaginative invention in Kingston’s writing [8]. The memoir 
continually moves between memory, myth, fantasy, family 
history, and talk-story. Cultural inheritance is not simply 
preserved; it is reworked. 

The No Name Woman therefore introduces one of the 
book’s central principles: responding to silence does not mean 
recovering a culturally pure or historically complete voice. 
The narrator can resist erasure only through acts of 
interpretation and reconstruction. Female subjectivity begins 
not with the discovery of an untouched origin but with the 
difficult process of retelling inherited stories. 

3. Compulsory Silence and 
Compulsory Speech 

The final chapter, “A Song for a Barbarian Reed Pipe,” 
transfers the problem of silence from family memory to the 
narrator’s own linguistic experience. In American school, 
Kingston becomes acutely conscious of herself as racially and 
linguistically different. She notes that other Chinese girls are 
similarly quiet and reflects that their “silence had to do with 
being a Chinese girl” [4]. Taken in isolation, the observation 
appears to attribute silence to Chinese femininity itself. Yet 
the narrative immediately complicates such an explanation. 

The same children behave differently in Chinese school. 
There they can chant, shout, argue, and participate loudly. 
Their voices have not disappeared; rather, their ability to use 
them changes according to social context. Chaeyoon Park 
therefore argues that the narrator’s linguistic anxiety cannot 
adequately be explained simply by “being a Chinese girl,” 
since the memoir repeatedly demonstrates that bilingual and 
bicultural students’ confidence changes across environments 
[6]. 

The contrast between American school and Chinese school 
suggests that silence is relational rather than essential. In the 
American classroom, Chinese ethnicity becomes visible as 
difference. Speaking English involves exposing the self to 
evaluation within a linguistic order in which the narrator does 
not yet feel fully at home. In Chinese school, ethnicity 
temporarily functions as belonging rather than marginality. 
The narrator’s ability to speak therefore depends partly upon 
whether the surrounding environment recognizes her as an 
ordinary participant or marks her as culturally conspicuous. 

Her difficulty with the English pronoun “I” further reveals 
the connection between language and subjectivity. The 
problem is more than lexical. To say “I” is to occupy a 
position as a speaking subject. Li’s analysis of the Chinese 
American “I” is especially useful here because it understands 
Kingston’s autobiographical identity as something produced 
through cross-cultural signification rather than something that 
exists fully formed before language [5]. The narrator does not 
first possess a stable identity and then search for words with 
which to express it. Language participates in producing the 
self that can speak. 

Kingston nevertheless refuses to portray the young narrator 
exclusively as a victim of linguistic marginalization. Her 
encounter with another silent Chinese American girl radically 
destabilizes any simple moral distinction between silence and 
speech. Frustrated by the girl’s refusal to talk, the narrator 
subjects her to humiliation and physical violence. She pulls 
her hair, pinches her face, insults her appearance, and 
repeatedly commands her to speak. 

The scene is disturbing because the narrator reproduces 
against another girl the very demand that has made her own 
experience of language painful. The silent girl functions as a 
kind of double: she embodies the version of Chinese 
American femininity that the narrator fears most intensely—
publicly voiceless, socially invisible, and unable or unwilling 
to perform the confident individualism demanded by 
American society. 

The narrator’s aggression consequently reveals the 
internalization of dominant expectations. Having learned that 
social recognition depends upon audible and intelligible 
speech, she transforms speech into an obligation. Her 
violence attempts to make the other girl conform to a model 
of subjectivity in which one must speak in order to exist. 
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The episode complicates what Cheung describes as the 
movement from imposed silence toward articulation [2]. 
Kingston certainly presents speech as necessary, but she also 
asks what happens when “having a voice” becomes 
compulsory. If speech were inherently liberating, forcing the 
silent girl to talk should constitute an act of emancipation. 
Instead, the scene becomes one of domination. 

Silence therefore acquires multiple meanings within the 
memoir. The No Name Woman’s silence is imposed through 
erasure; the narrator’s silence in American school emerges 
from racial and linguistic alienation; the other girl’s refusal to 
speak may, however ambiguously, resist the narrator’s 
attempt to control her. Kingston thereby rejects the 
assumption that all silence is identical. 

The contrasting experiences of Brave Orchid and Moon 
Orchid reinforce this point. Brave Orchid is anything but 
voiceless. Her talk-stories dominate the narrator’s childhood 
imagination, and her speech repeatedly exercises authority 
over others. Moon Orchid, by contrast, becomes increasingly 
incapable of establishing a sustainable position within 
American social life. Their different experiences demonstrate 
that there is no single relationship between “Chinese woman” 
and “silence.” 

What the narrator requires, then, is not simply more speech. 
She must acquire agency over the conditions of expression 
and learn to distinguish her own voice from the multiple 
voices that attempt to define her: familial prohibitions, gender 
expectations, racial stereotypes, institutional demands, and 
her own internalized desire for assimilation. 

4. Translation and the Creation of a 
Hybrid Voice 

The story of Ts’ai Yen at the end of The Woman Warrior 
offers a different model of voice. Captured and forced to live 
among a foreign people, Ts’ai Yen experiences linguistic and 
cultural displacement. She hears the barbarians’ music 
without fully understanding it, while they cannot understand 
the Chinese words she sings. Nevertheless, her song 
communicates emotion across the boundary between them. 
Kingston concludes by noting that the song later became part 
of Chinese culture and “translated well” [4]. 

The phrase transforms the terms of the memoir’s central 
problem. What matters is no longer simply whether the 
displaced woman can speak. The more difficult question is 
whether expression can move between cultural systems 
without requiring complete assimilation. 

Translation differs from assimilation because it does not 
depend upon the disappearance of difference. Ts’ai Yen does 
not become culturally identical to the barbarians among 
whom she lives, nor does her eventual return restore an 
untouched Chinese identity. Her song emerges precisely from 
the experience of cultural contact and displacement. 

Stella Bolaki identifies translation as a crucial trope in The 
Woman Warrior while emphasizing both its possibilities and 
its risks [1]. Translation can make communication possible, 
but it also transforms what it carries. Meaning does not cross 
cultural boundaries unchanged. This instability makes 
translation a particularly productive metaphor for Kingston’s 
construction of Chinese American identity. 

Kingston’s memoir itself repeatedly performs acts of 
translation. It translates Brave Orchid’s oral talk-stories into 
written English, Chinese legends into Chinese American 
narratives, childhood memory into adult interpretation, and 

silence into speculative storytelling. The resulting text resists 
generic purity just as its narrator resists cultural purity. The 
Woman Warrior is at once memoir, fiction, family history, 
myth, autobiography, and cultural criticism. 

The women who appear throughout the memoir contribute 
differently to this process. The No Name Woman returns 
through imaginative reconstruction. Fa Mu Lan is 
transformed from traditional legend into an imagined 
language of female agency. Brave Orchid’s stories become 
part of the daughter’s literary voice even when the daughter 
disputes their meanings. Moon Orchid represents the 
possibility that cultural displacement may produce 
fragmentation rather than productive hybridity. 

Kingston does not resolve these competing voices by 
selecting one as authentic. Instead, she produces her own 
narrative through interaction with them. Schueller’s 
description of Kingston’s work as dialogic is therefore 
particularly relevant: the memoir questions attempts to define 
race and gender through singular, stable categories [7]. The 
narrator’s identity develops through conversation, conflict, 
revision, and contradiction. 

This is also why translation offers a more productive model 
than “self-realization.” The language of self-realization tends 
to imply that a complete inner self already exists and merely 
needs to be uncovered. Translation assumes no such original 
purity. It involves movement, reinterpretation, loss, 
transformation, and the production of new meaning. 

Ts’ai Yen’s song thus provides a model for a Chinese 
American female voice that need not choose between cultural 
origins. The song succeeds not because cultural difference 
disappears but because difference becomes communicable. 
Kingston similarly does not overcome the contradictions 
between Chinese inheritance and American experience. She 
makes those contradictions narratable. 

The shift from voice to translation consequently deepens 
the politics of expression in The Woman Warrior. Kingston’s 
central question is not merely “Can the Chinese American 
woman speak?” but “What kind of language can carry an 
identity produced between cultures?” The answer offered by 
the memoir is provisional rather than absolute: such a 
language must be created through the continual 
transformation of inherited stories. 

5. Conclusion 
The narrative structure of The Woman Warrior moves 

strikingly from “You must not tell” to “It translated well.” Yet 
this movement should not be understood as a simple transition 
from silence to unrestricted speech. Kingston repeatedly 
demonstrates that silence and speech acquire different 
meanings according to gender, ethnicity, language, social 
environment, and relations of power. 

The No Name Woman reveals silence as patriarchal erasure, 
but Kingston’s speculative retelling also demonstrates that the 
recovery of a silenced woman can never simply restore an 
untouched historical voice. The narrator’s experiences in 
American and Chinese schools show that silence is produced 
by social circumstances rather than by an essential Chinese 
femininity. Her violent treatment of the silent girl then 
exposes the opposite danger: when speech becomes the 
compulsory evidence of subjectivity, “voice” itself can 
reproduce domination. 

The memoir therefore moves beyond the familiar 
opposition between silence and speech toward a politics of 
expressive agency. To possess a voice is not simply to speak 
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more loudly or more frequently. It is to participate in shaping 
the terms through which one becomes intelligible. 

Ts’ai Yen’s song provides the final metaphor for such 
agency. It crosses cultural boundaries without erasing them 
and survives through translation rather than cultural purity. 
Chinese American female identity similarly emerges through 
transformation rather than recovery. Kingston does not 
discover a single authentic self beneath Chinese and 
American pressures; she creates a narrative subject through 
the revision of both. 

In this sense, the final song belongs not only to Ts’ai Yen 
but also to Kingston. The Woman Warrior itself becomes an 
act of translation: forbidden family stories, Chinese legends, 
American childhood, maternal speech, racial alienation, 
fantasy, and memory are rewritten into a literary form that 
belongs completely to neither side of a simple China/America 
binary. The power of Kingston’s voice lies precisely in this 
refusal of purity. Her narrative does not speak after 
contradiction has been overcome; it learns how to make 
contradiction itself speak. 
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