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We tell stories and we listen to stories in order to live. To stay conscious. To con-
nect one with another. To understand consequences. To keep history. To rebuild
civilization.

-Maxine Hong Kingston (Introduction 1)

"Listening to people who had lived to tell the tale," Maxine Hong
Kingston writes in the introduction to her edited collection Veterans of
War, Veterans of Peace (2006), "1 believed that it was the telling that kept
them alive. They had survived hell and come back to warn us at home"
(1). Listening and telling, Kingston suggests, are two viable ways to strive
for peace through artistic creation. In both the structure and content of her
memoir, The Fifth Book of Peace (2003), Kingston shows how acts of lis-
tening and telling are privileged forms of communication that emphasize
the importance of community and the potential for testimony. Veterans
therefore can be read as a companion to The Fifth Book. Veterans collects

"fiction and nonfiction, poetry and prose" from veterans of the Vietnam
War, other military conflicts, and even, as Michael L. Wong writes in his
afterword, "from other armies"(608). These books are material manifesta-
tions of the potential for artistic creation from traumatic experience; both
are narratives of trauma that, through a structure that foregrounds rela-
tionality and emphasis on writing in sangha (a Sanskrit word that loosely
means community), illustrate and demonstrate how to transform witness-
ing into testimony in order to remake the world peacefully.'

In The Fifth Book, Kingston recounts how she established sangha so
that writers-specifically veterans-would have a safe space to narrativ-
ize their experiences. Organized for people who shared wartime experi-
ences regardless of conflict, Kingston's Veterans' Writers Workshop was
created using sangha as a model and thereby highlights her belief in the
power of community.2 These sanghas are founded on the impulse to cre-
ate art amid geopolitical chaos. The structure of The Fifth Book reflects its
communal origins; Kingston herself calls it a "nonfiction fiction nonfic-
tion sandwich" and says:
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I've decided to leave in all the stuff about how to get into the thinking mind,
the mind that can write. How do you get into words again? I'm going to leave
all that in.... So this book enters a real nonfiction place, then it flies to a fic-
tion place, and then it grounds us again in a nonfiction place. I haven't seen
another book like it, nor, once again, do I know how people will categorize it.
Are they going to call it fiction or nonfiction? ("As Truthful" 9 1)

No stranger to presenting her readers with complicated texts, Kingston
addresses the challenges that readers and critics may face as they attempt
to classify The Fifth Book. Once again, she is unsure of the narrative frames
through which people will approach her work; both The Woman Warrior
(1976) and China Men (1980) similarly challenge the boundaries of genre,
while the underanalyzed Hawai 'i One Summer (1987) presents Kingston's
reflections episodically in a collection of essays. Kingston notes that her
initial impulse was to publish The Woman Warrior and China Men as one
volume, like The Fifth Book, even though ultimately, she explains, "the
women's stories and the men's stories parted into two volumes, naturally
replicating history and geography" ("Personal" 24). The Woman Warrior,
China Men, and The Fifth Book, Silvia Schultermandl suggests, are texts
that cross over genres, thereby "forc[ing] the readers to read outside of
conventional genre categories" (112). Similarly, Te-hsing Shan examines
reviews of The Fifth Book, noting that one reason there are few articles in
academic and popular publications alike is because "critics and review-
ers do not know how to cope with this complicated, heterogeneous, and

'weird' text, which defies easy categorization" (1).2
One way to umderstand Kingston's use of heterogeneity in The Fifth

Book is through Cathy Caruth's concept of."traumatic structuring" (21). In
The Fifh Book, as Kingston notes, one goal was to get into the mind of the
writer, particularly the mind of a writer who has experienced trauma. The
Woman Warrior, China Men, and Hawai 'i One Summer address storytell-
ing, but The Fifth Book uses how writers work and create as its foundation.
Kingston's ability to combine the four chapters of The Fifth Book into
one volume speaks, in part, to having an established literary reputation;
Kingston's authorial control trumps publishers' expectations about how
a self-representational text can look. Additionally, though, this memoir's
movement between genres, continents, time periods, and subject matters
manifests the traumas Kingston and the veterans experienced. The uncon-
ventional and alinear form of the text allows Kingston-as-writer to struc-
ture multiple traumatic experiences while proposing new possibilities for
memoir and life narrative. The Fifth Book and Veterans are multivocal
and invested as much in the formation and experiences of a community,
or sangha, as they are in the possibilities for recording one's own subjec-
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tivity. Shan asserts that The Fifth Book is Kingston's "most complicated,
autobiographical, and self-reflexive work" (2), and I argue that Veterans
extends this intensely personal project of relational self-representation.

As Helen M. Buss argues in her book on contemporary women's mem-
oirs, the search for an appropriate narrative structure is difficult because
of the experience of trauma and the articulation of trauma as it was under-
stood and witnessed. "To make that witnessing into a testimony," Buss
suggests, to physically inscribe the trauma, "is an artful activity. Therefore,
writing such a testimony as a memoir is a delicate search for a fornm that
can contain both the personal narrative and the cultural and historical
contexts that make personal witnessing into public testimony" (123). In
this comparison, Buss suggests that the narrative structure of testimony,
because of its balance between the personal story and the larger histori-
cal, social, and/or political contexts, is more difficult than other modes of
life writing that do not set out to negotiate the relational self in the same
way. Or, to put it another way, the attempt to simultaneously historicize
the personal and personalize the historical is not one that every autobio-
graphical text attempts. In The Fifth Book, Kingston artfilly renders and
testifies to the trauma she experienced while performing contextualization
through the form of the memoir. E. San Juan, Jr., suggests that the mem-
oir presents an "architectonic" structure (186), and indeed the narrative is
comprised of four distinct sections: a straightforward personal narrative
("Fire"), a section focused on historical contexts ("Paper"), a sequel to her
novel Tripinaster Monkey ("Water"), and the nonfiction and pedagogical
account of communal writing and recovery ("Earth").4 Additionally, this
search for a written form through which to express or testify about trauma
is a process that should involve the reader actively. As Kingston suggests,
the structures of her memoirs are, in large part, about memory and the way
people engage with one another; they are textual examples of "talking
story." The structural and generic selections in The Fifh Book, then, have
implications beyond mere aesthetics.

The four chapters of The Fifih Book illustrate how witnessing can be
transformed into testimony, creating counter-memory against repression
and historic repetition while presenting new spaces or modes for self-
expression. When reading literature about trauma, readers must adopt new
reading strategies that, as Jane Kilby suggests, privilege the "creative and
endless possibilities held by writing" (230). Kingston favors "writerly"
texts, as Roland Barthes called them, "which readers help to write" and
are thus preferable to "readerly texts" that the reader consumes passively
(qtd. in Chu 120). Kingston acknowledges that her readers may be chal-
lenged by The Fifth Book's unconventional narrative structure, yet she
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argues that readers must do some of the work to make meaning from a text.
Elsewhere, she writes that she does not "slow down to give boring exposi-
tion, which is information that is available in encyclopedias, history books,
sociology, anthropology, mythology," and that audiences may "have to do
some background reading" ("Cultural" 64). The Fifth Book's construction
indicates a "writerly" approach that extends and complicates the narrative
projects of The Woman Warrior and China Men.

The titles of the sections in The Fifth Book reimagine the Five Elements
from traditional Chinese and Taoist philosophy: the conventional elements
of fire, wood, water, earth, and metal become "Fire," "Paper," "Water,"
and "Earth." The philosophical school of yin/yang and the Five Elements
theories came together near the beginning of the Han dynasty, roughly 220
BCE (Saso 16), and are believed to have an influence on all natural and
human behavior, in addition, each element has specific qualities and can
be placed in both productive and destructive proximity to other elements.
Feng shui expert Derek Walters gives a detailed description of the Five
Elements and the qualities with which each is associated. The element of
Wood stands for "life, femininity, creativity, and organic material; Fire
is the Element of energy and intelligence; Earth, the Element of stability,
endurance, and the earth itself; Metal, in addition to its material sense, also
encompasses competitiveness, business acumen, and masculinity; while
Water is the Element of all that flows-oil and alcohol as well as water
itself, consequently also symbolizing transport and communication" (qtd.
in Hamilton 131). These elements are used as an overarching structure for
The Fifth Book because the qualities of each element-the creativity of
wood, the energy of fire, the endurance of earth, and the communication
of water-influence how Kingston organizes each chapter and structures
the memoir.

While Kingston uses the elements as a structural mechanism, she is
not bound to their traditional meanings; by transforming wood into paper,
for example, she underscores the importance of books and paper in her
life while still retaining wood's symbolic associations with creativity and
organic material. Further, as a memoir that emphasizes the relational-
ity of subjectivity, the placement of each chapter and its corresponding
element impacts how each chapter is understood. The proximity of the
chapter titled "Paper" to the preceding chapter, "Fire," allows Kingston to
illustrate an observation about writing. After the manuscript for her novel
The Fourth Book of Peace burned in the Oakland-Berkeley fire, Kingston
described the remains of the lost book to an interviewer as "amazing.... It
looks like feathers, the thin pages and it's still book-shaped and you touch
it and it disintegrates. It makes you realize that it's just air" ("Creating"
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19 1). The proximity of "Fire" to "Paper" is borne out by the manuscript's
incineration. Alternatively, as she writes in The Fifth Book of Peace,

"[plaper had returned to woodgrain" (34). Physically woodgrain at one
point, the manuscript was also a material product from Kingston's imagi-
nation: air. Indeed, the materiality of The Fourth Book of Peace, that is,
the paper on which it was written, is a physical reality of books.

The tension between the materiality of texts and the fact that those
books are a product of the writer's imagination is reinforced by placing
these two elements next to each other in the text, particularly as, in "Paper,"
Kingston begins the chapter with the historic or legendary Books of Peace.

"Supposedly, a long time ago in China," she writes, "there existed Books of
Peace. They were Three Lost Books of Peace, lost in deliberate fires. Ch'in
Shih Huang, who built the Great Wall, a military achievement, burned
books. Book-burnings go on to this day and age-the Cultural Revolution,
the destruction of six thousand temples in Tibet-six thousand libraries"
(45). Connecting her lost book of peace to the previous books, she rein-
scribes the productive proximity of "Fire" and "Paper," also arguing that
deliberately burning books is a form of memory repression. "At kingdoms'
rise and fall," she continues, "the new king would cut out the historians'
tongues. Writers had to set fire to their own books, and be burned to death
in the book fire" (45). Linking her text and her body through the texts
and bodies of those writers who burned their books and were "burned to
death," she notes that the penalty for writing or speaking about history is
silence or death. The materiality of texts is associated with the materiality
of writers' bodies and, indeed, their embodied memories.

Kingston also notes that while she was "'thinking of these elements,"'
she was also considering "'the children's game: scissors, rock, paper"'
(qtd. in Shan n. 16). Rock-Paper-Scissors is a game used when alternative
measures of conflict do not seem possible; as Bryan C. McCannon argues,
it is a "useful mechanism to resolve a dispute if the value of winning is
not too large" (80). Indeed, Kingston employs the seeming arbitrariness or
childishness of Rock-Paper-Scissors to underscore its potential for conflict
as well as conflict resolution. By doing so, she highlights the relationality
of the game; this is not a game one plays alone. The position of Rock-
Paper-Scissors as both game and conflict resolution technique parallels the
traumatic structure of Kingston's memoirs, as it, too, plays with generic
boundaries and interrogates their usefulness. Moreover, paper's power in
the game to cover the rock-figured in The Fifth Book by "Paper" and

"Earth"-continues to perform the constructive possibilities of the chapter
order.

The power of scissors to cut paper is countered by rock's ability to crush
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scissors, and this is also made evident in The Fifth Book. Kingston omits
the traditional element of metal altogether. This memoir is situated against
the backdrop of twentieth-century warfare, and The Fifth Book argues that
metal is the element of which there is too much in the world. Metal is
the element of warfare: guns, bombs, fighter planes, bullets, and tanks; it
thereby retains its symbolic meaning of competitiveness and indifference.
Because metal is pervasive, it does not need its own section. In fact, the
other four elements try to attain balance against the insidiousness of metal.
Much of the action in this text takes place during the Vietnam War, either
in the fictional section "Water," which is set contemporaneously with the
war, or in the Veterans' Writing Workshop and stories of "Earth," in which
Kingston and the veterans remember the Vietnam era; the text is written
against the backdrop of the Persian Gulf War in the early 1990s and pub-
lished during the Iraq War in 2003. In this memoir, war is the historical
situation from which Kingston and her narrative cannot be removed. In
fact, Kingston structures the other four elements in order to find equilib-
rium against metal, or possibilities for peace.

Working in concert, these four chapters parallel the possibilities Kingston
articulates for making peace. She begins with the chapter "Fire," in which
she chronicles the firestonn that "blew over the Oakland-Berkeley hills
in October 1991," as she was "driving home from funeral ceremonies for
[her] father" (Fifth Book 3). This fire destroyed her home and devoured all
of her possessions, including the manuscript of The Fourth Book of Peace.
Describing her personal losses, Kingston uses a clipped pace, repeating

"I" and using short, concise phrases, mimicking the speed of the fire itself.
She begins The Fifth Book with writing itself:

If a woman is going to write a Book of Peace, it is given her to know dev-
astation. I have lost my book-156 good pages. A firestorm blew over the
Oakland-Berkeley hills in October of 1991, and took my house, things, neigh-
borhood, and other neighborhoods, and forests. And the lives of twenty-five
people.... I was driving home from funeral ceremonies for my father. I have
lost my father. He's gone less than a month; we were having the full-month
ceremony early.... Impossible that it cross ten lanes of freeway and take over
settled, established, built city. (3)

The reader understands that the narrator has experienced two significant
losses in a short amount of time: the death of her father and the loss of her
home/possessions/work-in-progress to a natural disaster. The sentences
become choppy and the phrase, "[a]nd the lives of twenty-five people"
after the list of other things "taken" by the fire, reinforces the fact that
much more than "things" were lost; she is aware that she easily could have
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been a casualty, Sentences in this section parallel one another, exposing
links between seemingly discrete aspects of Kingston's life. For example,
the same word is used to describe both her father's death and the burned
manuscript: they are "lost." Further, there is an initial lack of comprehen-
sion-there has been a betrayal. "Impossible that it cross [the] freeway,"
she observes; impossible illustrating the incomprehensibility of the event;
it is difficult for Kingston to grasp that this has happened to her home and
her city.

Beginning with devastation, Kingston describes herself as undergoing
a baptism by fire, encountering a severe ordeal and recounting it in order
to create something out of the ashes. The reader, too, confronts a har-
rowing situation as Kingston parallels the landscape of her neighborhood
to the international conflicts in which the United States has found itself.
When she returns to the site of this trauma to look for remains of her pre-
fire life, this incomprehensibility manifests itself in unrecognizable pos-
sessions, which she begins to collect as if they might tell her something
or transport her back to before the fire and her father's death. "I touched
the ashes again and again," she writes of her physical interaction with
the remains of the conflated moments of loss. "I led expeditions ... and
talked story to them about the fire, how it swooshed down those hills and
whipped up that street there, then skimmed that street over there" (35). As
she takes others to the site, she physically reorients herself within this new
landscape and gathers remnants from the ashes, illustrating an embodied
reaction to these losses.

Articulating different kinds of trauma, ranging from the personal losses
of her home and manuscript and the deaths of her parents to the global
and historical traumas of war,6 this memoir chronicles the various ways
people assemble fragments in order to create art. It is no coincidence that
the first experience a soldier has "under fire" in combat is also called a
baptism by fire, and the resonance Kingston notices between the fire's
devastation of the landscape and war works with the elements to struc-
ture the memoir. Kingston writes, "People who've been there, who saw
Hiroshima and Nagasaki after the A-bombs, the Ong Plain and Hu6 after
the firefights, compared our fire to war" (14), explicitly linking these two
forms of traumatic experience. Providing the testimony of a witness who
had once served in war, she quotes a decorated fire captain who served as
a Green Beret in Vietnam and Panama as saying: "'When I went up in the
helicopter the day after the fire, I couldn't even film .... [I]t brought me
back to the shock and horror of Vietnam" (14). His testimony thus links
the fire with the "war on the American conscience" (248), which, in many
ways, is central to both The Fifth Book and Veterans.
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Immediately following the fire captain's observation, Kingston estab-
lishes an important link between previous military conflicts such as
Vietnam and the one in which the United States was engaged when she
wrote The Fifth Book. She describes a house that remained untouched by
the fire because it was situated low in a valley and the fire crossed over
from hill to hill. Kingston links the house to bodies and the preservation
of this house to the practices of people during war. "You can see why peo-
ple lived in tunnels in Viet Nam and Okinawa," she begins. Connecting
this past to the present, she provides a parenthetical aside, noting that

"(months ago we bulldozed the desert sand into the trenches, and buried
Iraqi soldiers alive. I had read an impossible number-seventy thousand)"
(12). The movement in this section-from the house untouched by fire to
previous conflicts that have been over for several decades to the military
situation in the Persian Gulf War, and then back to the destruction caused
by the fire-reinforces the interchangeability and incomprehensibility
("impossible number") of war and geography.

The publication date for this text, moreover, and the ongoing war in
Iraq resonate powerfully for readers: the early-1990s Iraqi soldiers about
whom Kingston writes in The Fifth Book may be conflated by the reader
with Iraqi soldiers in 2003 or 2010. In China Men, Kingston writes: "There
has always been war, whether or not I knew about it" (264), but her narra-
tives argue that this does not have to be the case and that this repetition is
dangerous and destructive. The Fifth Book reminds readers that these con-
flicts resonate with one another because they have much in common; rather
than accepting that "there has always been war," Kingston suggests that
individual experiences and testimony make those conflicts personal; once
personalized, they are not so easily interchangeable. Instead, personal nar-
ratives allow the sufferers to understand and more completely articulate
their trauma while also providing an intimate account of the conflict. This
connection underscores the significance of relationality in literature about
trauma as it establishes a community between readers and writers.

Relationships between readers and writers are the focus of the second
chapter, "Paper," which presents Kingston's own initial attempts to write
with others. While less dramatic than "Fire," this section of the memoir is
important because it illustrates how dreams are central to contemporary
understandings of trauma. Here, writing about the experience of attending
a conference on dreams, Kingston discusses her dreams at some length,
using phrases such as "I had interesting dreams to report," "[m]y recurring
dream from smallkidtime," and "in that dream" (39-41). Discussions of
dreams in this memoir establish readers as part of the community in which
Kingston divulges intimate, subconscious thoughts.7 Dreams are also a
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way for Kingston to testify about what she has witnessed, even if that
witnessing occurs in her own mind.8 Hallucinations and "other intrusive
phenomena," such as dreams (daydreams and night-dreams), are indica-
tors of trauma (Caruth 11), and Kingston's dreams continue to illustrate
the relationship between the trauma of losing her home and the trauma of
losing her father.

At the end of "Fire," Kingston mentions being the keynote speaker at a
conference on dreams, where she implores the conferees to "send me any-
thing you find about lost Books of Peace, cities of refuge, tactics for stop-
ping war." She ends that section with the sentence, "Everybody promised
to mail me dreams for the book-to-be" (42); in many ways, "Paper" is
the collection of things people have told her. In "Paper," Kingston solic-
its information about the three lost Books of Peace from, as she writes,

"Everybody I met who was traveling to China-tourists, students and
teachers on exchange programs, people on business-I asked to do me the
favor of looking for the Three Lost Books of Peace" (46). She also travels
throughout Asia and synthesizes the myths and stories she hears from oth-
ers. In "Paper," Kingston also begins to embrace writing in a community.
Appealing to readers, she begins to assemble the history of the Books of
Peace. She is given information from around the world, reinforcing this
memoir's status as a "global text" that uses relational understandings of
knowledge as a central organizing principle. Shameem Black suggests
that this search for the lost Books of Peace "unravels the myth of a cen-
tralized Chinese literary culture" and offers the "multiplicity" of The Fifth
Book in its place (282). As she searches for "evidence that matches the
stories she grew up with" (Black 279), Kingston realizes that there is a
continuing dialogue between Chinese and Chinese American literary tra-
ditions. She turns to the global community to recover fragments of stories
that could help suture together the lost manuscript of The Fourth Book
of Peace. The productive proximity of the chapters "Fire" and "Paper" is
also underscored when, at the end of "Paper," the trauma of the fire returns
to make Kingston less inclined to write alone. "The garret where I wrote,
which was just my height, burned," she writes. "A sign. I do not want the
aloneness of the writer ' life. No more solitary I need a community of like
minds. The Book of Peace, to be reconstructed, needs community" (62,
emphasis added). As Kingston connects the garret where she wrote and
her own body, reminding us that she could have died during the fire, she
echoes the link between house and body established when discussing the
larger landscape after the fire. The gravity of this realization is not lost on
Kingston, who spends the rest of the text dealing with posttraumatic stress;

"aloneness"--being without community-reminds her of the fate she could
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have had. Instead of revisiting that possible fate, Kingston reconstructs the
story that was lost in the fire and incorporates it as The Fifth Book's next
chapter, "Water."

The transition between "Paper" and "Water" is particularly compelling
because, as Kingston begins to shift from nonfiction to fiction, from her
search for information about the Books of Peace to her recreated lost man-
uscript, she blurs the remaining boundaries between genres. Narratively,

"Water" joins Tripmaster Monkey's protagonist Wittman Ah Sing and his
wife Tafia and son Mario as they leave California for Hawai'i during the
Vietnam War. But the last line of"Paper" reads: "I should be able to write
again about the time during war when Earl! and I took our son, Joseph,
and left to live in Hawai'i" (62, emphasis added). A purportedly fictional
story, "Water" is framed textually by works of nonfiction, and when seen
through the lens of Kingston's real-life experience in Hawai'i during the
Vietnam War, it may give rise to unanswerable questions: What is real
and what is imagined? 9 Beyond the textual apparatus of The Ffh Book,
readers familiar with Kingston's essay "War" in Hawai 'i One Summer are
even more likely to read the decision Wittman and Tafia make to move to
Hawai'i through Kingston's personal experiences. In that essay, Kingston
writes: "We had not, of course, escaped from the war, but had put ourselves
in the very midst of it, as close as you could get and remain in the United
States" (16). In The Fifth Book, rather than titling the chapter "War," she
engages water, the element of communication and fluidity, in order to indi-
cate that generic boundaries are more fluid than expected. Moving across
water from California to Hawaii, Kingston retraces her earlier path. While
the table of contents indicates that "Water" is a "fiction set in Hawai'i,"
the transitions to and from the chapter, along with Kingston's previous
publications, challenge this easy classification.

In "Water," Wittman and Tafia, like Kingston before them, find that
they have only moved closer to the war in their attempt to escape it. From
the moment they step off the plane, Wittman and Tafia find that the war is
more present in Hawai'i than it had been in California:

They took a turn to a place they were not supposed to go. No other people were
about. Through immense windows, like glass walls, they saw an airplane very
near them, next to the building. And there were rows of coffins on the ground
and a row of coffins on the conveyor belt for luggage. The conveyor belt was
not moving. Each coffin was draped with an American flag. An armed marine
at attention guarded the score of coffins. (81)

Even for this fictional protagonist, the traumas of Vietnam intrude on daily
life. His experiences as a civilian are far removed from the experiences of
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combat soldiers, but Wittman is, in both The Fifth Book and Tripmaster
Monkey, a figure through whom the cultural moment of Vietnam can be
captured. His observations continue to resonate with Kingston's earlier
essay; in "War," she too notes the coffins: "At the airport, near the luggage
carts, we saw coffins draped with flags. One marine per stack stood guard
through the night. The coffins disappeared by day" (17). The "aloneness"
in these scenes is underscored as Kingston and her family observe the

"one marine per stack" who guards the coffins at night and Wittman and
his family find themselves alone behind glass walls, staring at one soldier
guarding the individual coffins.'° As with the best continuations, though,

"Water" reaffirms the underlying themes of Tripmaster Monkey while
extending them--in this case, encompassing a far larger, global cornmu-
nity. While Wittman and Tafia are isolated from the soldiers, they are tex-
tually linked to Kingston and her family, finding a community in artistry
and literature.

Barriers such as the glass walls and the coffins keep Wittman and Tafia
from forming any kind of community with the soldiers, and they are not
given access to these soldiers' stories. Wittman, however, joins a sanctu-
ary for AWOL soldiers, peace activists, and families, and puts on a theater
production of Viet Rock. While different from the production he stages at
the end of Tripmaster Monkey, the ultimate goals are comparable. There is
a clear desire for a community that will strive for peace in the midst of war,
and an attempt to reimagine masculinity in a nonviolent fashion, particu-
larly through the figure of the artist." In "Water," the notion of sanctuary
against a background of theater-the theater of war and the theater pro-
duction Wittman stages-becomes paramount: as A. Noelle Williams sug-
gests, Wittman must "purge his community of the desire of war ... [while
he] preserve[s] those aspects of war which bring communities together
in common projects, common bonds" (96). Wittman's production of Viet
Rock brings the community together in the most powerful ways. This pro-
duction also incorporates the performers from Tripinaster Monkey into the
community of The Fifth Book; characters the reader knows and remem-
bers from Tripmnaster Monkey's theatrical production visit the sanctuary
for the second production.

In both Tripmaster Monkey and The Fifth Book, there is a "narrative
affirmation of achievement through collaboration," through artistic the-
atrical production and textual continuity (Williams 90). These concepts
of collaborative work and continuity of texts are central to my argument
about the roles of sangha and structure in this memoir; Wittman's devel-
opment shows how these themes run through both the fictional and auto-
biographical parts of the book. Lara Narcisi extends Williams's discussion
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to include how Wittman fits into communities in The Fifth Book, suggest-
ing that "it is the play itself that abetted Wittman's transformation from
lone monkey to full-fledged community member" and that it is the dra-
matic performance in The Fifth Book that "enables him both to find his
own voice and to incorporate the multiple voices of others" (95). Indeed,
Wittman's accomplishment is in the sangha he discovers, and it is there he
realizes that he is able express himself creatively through community.

Wittman's understanding parallels Kingston's; rather than publish
"Water" on its own, as she had intended to do with The Fourth Book of
Peace, she embeds this section within self-representational narratives. In
effect, all four sections work in collaboration for a different purpose than

"Water" could if it were published alone. Certainly, including "Water" in
The Fifth Book complicates the text, but it also allows "Water" to reach
beyond temporal, historic, and generic boundaries. In The Fi/ih Book,
while Kingston avers that "[t]he narrator of The Fourth Book of Peace
was Kuan Yin, who has mercy on all characters," she also writes: "I should
be able to write again about the time during war when Earll and I took
our son." Leading into "Water" with a personal anecdote, Kingston's
becomes the overarching voice of the fictional tale, not Kuan Yin's. In
Tripinaster Monkey, the narrative voice is threefold: Wittman, Kuan Yin,
and Kingston, although Kingston's voice is ultimately authorial instead
of narratorial. While the same is technically true for "Water," Kuan Yin
gets a much smaller role because of the structure of the memoir, and the
authorial voice is more dominant in this section because of the personal
and autobiographical transition between "Paper" and "Water." Kingston
claims that each of her books "begin[s] with a strong narrator, myself.
Then as I go along, I disappear. And become a listener at the end. I can
tell their stories from my point of view" ("MELUS Interview" 59). In this
quote Kingston discusses Tripmaster Monkey, yet this description of her
participation in her narratives as they progress is also appropriate for The
Fifth Book.

For example, insisting that the narrator of Tripmaster is female,
Kingston asserts:

But anyway, this new book [Tripmaster Monkey], I think that it's a real tri-
umph to do the omniscient narrator. And she is actually pushing Wittman Ah
Sing around, telling him to shut up .... And, as I was writing along, I saw that
she has a personality. First of all the omniscient narrator is a woman. And sec-
ond, she has a memory that goes back to China. She has a memory that sees a
little bit into the future, toward the end of the Vietnam war, in the movies that
were being produced.... So I was beginning to see that my narrator is Kuan
Yin, and she is very merciful. I mean, nobody is going to get killed or hurt. She
keeps giving people wonderful opportunities. ("MEL US Interview" 59)
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Kuan Yin, commonly known as the "Goddess of Mercy," is "the most
popular of Chinese deities" (Sangren 6); and, as Sandy Boucher remarks,
she is "the most revered goddess in all of Asia" (1). Boucher also points
out that Kuan Yin "is believed to comfort human beings and save them
from disaster. She is the great Celestial Bodhisattva of Compassion in the
Buddhist tradition... , but she transcends Buddhism, being worshipped
by people who may know nothing of her Buddhist origin" (4). 2 Buddhism
scholar Chan-fang Yti explains that "the idea of Kuan-yin-a compas-
sionate universal savior who responds to anyone's cry for help regardless
of class, gender, or even moral qualifications-was an idea unfamiliar to
the Chinese" (5). Significantly, the figure of Kuan Yin is employed by
Kingston as the narrator of both Tripmaster Monkey and "Water" as she
reinforces the narrator's compassion for veterans-of war or of peace.

In addition to the voice of Kuan Yin, Kingston's authorial and narrato-
rial presence varies throughout the memoir: "Fire" and "Paper" are brief
personal narratives; in "Water" Kingston takes a step back, allowing Kuan
Yin to share in the narration; and in the final section, "Earth," Kingston
doesn't "disappear," but she certainly moves into the role of listener. Here,
she shares the physical space of the final chapter with the members of
the Veterans' Writing Workshop and their writing. Framing this section
around earth, the element of stability and endurance, this chapter exam-
ines writing about traumatic experience in sangha. As evidenced in the
discussions about how The Fifth Book is classified, contemporary critics
often focus their attention on reading and possibilities for reading; here,
Kingston suggests that in trauma the act of writing is as important as read-
ing.'3 Moreover, as Kingston points out about Wittman: "I wanted him not
to end up like Madame Bovary, who's a reader, or Don Quixote, who's
a reader. Literature took them to all the wrong places. I wanted to see
whether Wittman can take all this wonderful literature and make the world
a better place, given what he knows" ("MELUS Interview" 60, empha-
sis added). For Wittman to make something of the world, she creates his
character as a writer or a performer-someone who has the potential to
remake the world through art developed in a community. Wittman is the
fictional example of the kinds of possibilities Kingston sees in the veterans
in the workshops; staging his play and encouraging "artistic multivocality"
(Narcisi 101), Wittman is able to find his own voice.

The writers in the workshop are the focus of "Earth," and excerpts
of their work are embedded inside Kingston's longer self-narrative. This
physical incorporation is another manifestation of traumatic structure; as
E. Ann Kaplan argues, trauma "blurs the boundaries between the indi-
vidual and the collective" (19). Here, Kingston's readers have the oppor-
tunity to interact with the writing of other members of the workshop in
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addition to Kingston's own, because they wrote together, in community.
"Earth" thus becomes a version of community memoir as we understand
these characters through each other and as they, in a communal setting,
try to remake the past-and thus the present. Moreover, -including other
writers creates a community within the text while at the same time calling
attention to the structure of the memoir; Kingston tells her readers about
the workshop and about writing with veterans, and then she shows us.
Incorporating the works of many different kinds of veterans, "peace veter-
ans" and war veterans alike, Kingston aligns herself with literature about
war and trauma as she simultaneously tries to change how those literatures
are read. Positioned within the dialogue between traumatized and nontrau-
matized authors and readers, she reinforces a larger, global community of
readers and citizens.

Veterans continues this artistic multivocality, and similarly engages
parataxis in its composition to argue for the usefulness of writing in sangha.
Kingston provides the introduction for the collection and then remains
silent; on display are all of the veterans and the stories that emerged in
workshops. Organized in alphabetical order rather than by conflict, the sto-
ries underscore ideas Kingston states at the beginning of The Fifth Book:
much can be learned by reading across conventional boundaries of genre,
temporality, gender, and nationality. The relationality of subjectivity and
the potential for testimony in sangha are presented as a way to refigure
peace. To begin the first workshop, Kingston addresses some of the fun-
damental aspects of trauma for the writers: "'You have lived, witnessed,
and suffered terrible events, wars .... The conscious mind is waking up!
You are now ready to gather the smithereens, and narrate them into a story.
We'll put that war into words, and through language make sense, meaning,
art of it, make something beautiful, something good"' (Fifth Book 260).
Bearing witness and testifying are parts of the literature of trauma in any
genre, and excerpts from poems, plays, fiction, and nonfiction are included
in "Earth." Gathering the "smithereens," recovering the fragments from
the traumatic event, Kingston asserts the possibilities for textual self-rep-
resentation.

Moreover, Kingston concentrates on "mak[ing] sense" of the event and
having "something good" come out of that experience.'4 Using life writ-
ing, Kingston employs one of the traditional functions of memoir as writ-
ten testimony, documenting historical events. As in many of her works,
Kingston exposes the transnational relationality of humanity. Embedding
the narratives of others into her own memoir requires her readers to under-
stand the self she creates in The Fifth Book and extends in Veterans as one
interpolated through others. Much of the literature of trauma posits recu-
peration through articulation and experience and uses the word "healing."
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One of the veterans in the workshop writes, "'I am journaling. Writing
my pain, I am writing myself back to health .... Poetry writing and jour-
nal writing are instruments in my healing,"' to which Kingston responds,

"Healing. I avoid that New Age word. It implies that something's wrong,
that they're unwell, and need fixing" (265).

Kingston does not trust an evaluation of trauma that characterizes it as
an indication that people are unwell; these texts demonstrate that rather
than "healing," the veterans should take their knowledge and themselves
remake the world by "gather[ing] the smithereens and narrat[ing] them
into a story." In "Tell the Truth, and So Make Peace," the introduction to
Veterans, Kingston writes:

[W]e were a community. But it is in words that each individual reveals a
unique mind. The veterans needed to write. They would write the unspeak-
able. Writing, they kept track of their thinking; they leave a permanent record.
Processing chaos through story and poem, the writer shapes and forms experi-
ence, and thereby, I believe, changes the past and remakes the existing world.
The writer becomes a new person after every story, every poem; and if the art
is very good, perhaps the reader is changed, too. (1-2)

"Peace," in the titles of both books and illustrated throughout both texts, is
found by remaking the world through writing. The desire for these writers
to leave a permanent record in a way beyond their status as veterans-of
war or of peace-helps both the writers and the readers understand trauma.
While many of those involved in the workshops were soldiers who fought
on the front lines in military conflicts, others were implicated in a differ-
ent way: Joe Lamb, a hospital corpsman in the Navy, worked in intensive
care and psychiatric wards (Veterans 225); Clare Morris, "a veteran of
the peace movement," "helped found the Ecumenical Peace Institute of
Northern California," the Angela Center, which "integrated social respon-
sibility, spirituality, psychology, and the arts" (317); Gary Gach, "actor,
book designer and typographer, bookstore clerk, assistant hospital admin-
istrator, legal secretary, longshoreman, magazine editor in chief, office
temp, and web weaver" also "facilitate[s] mindfulness meditation" (111);
Chun Yu was born in China at the beginning of the Cultural Revolution,
and remembers stories his grandmother told him about "the wars she had
lived through" (595). Rather than "heal," Kingston suggests, these writers
are involved in a project that extends far beyond the self, as together they

"change the past and remak[e] the existing world" through their narratives
that counter many impersonal representations.

Kaplan makes a similar claim, arguing that trauma "can never be
'healed' in the sense of a return to how things were before a catastrophe
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took place, or before one witnessed a catastrophe; but if the wound of
trauma remains open, its pain may be worked through in the process of
its being 'translated' via art" (19). The publication of Veterans is a testa-
ment to the power that writing in community has for readers of The Fifth
Book. Clearly, including these texts within Kingston's own narrative was
not enough, and Veterans features exclusively the writing of the Veterans'
Writing Workshop members. As editor, Kingston's only authorial contri-
bution to the collection is its introduction. By leaving a written legacy of
their experiential trauma, by testifying, the writers incorporated in "Earth"
and presented in Veterans may have access to some form of power, but
that power is located in sangha. These texts present sangha as a space
where these individuals are given the opportunity to come to terms with
themselves-not to "heal," but to create art together.

The final episode of "Earth" centers on a trip Kingston and some of the
members of the Veterans' Writing Workshop take to Vietnam. Kingston is
approached by the BBC, who "wanted to make a documentary about writ-
ers and teachers journeying across national boundaries," so she decides to
take some of the American Vietnam veterans in her writing group into the
Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh's community, Plum Village (Fifth Book
359). Underscored by this particular voyage, this part of "Earth" works to
further the global project of the memoir. The word "Earth," as Kingston
points out in China Men, has a "mightiness" to it, "earth the same word
as world in 'World War II... (264). Titling the final chapter with such a
powerful word, an inclusive word, underscores the global possibilities for
this memoir. When the veterans get to Plum Village, they find that they
are living in a place where community is given prominence above all else.

"The Buddhist word for the community that lives in peace and harmony
is 'sangha"' (364), and it is sangha that Kingston and the other writer
veterans hope to achieve. Thich Nhat Hanh (Th5y) tells the group: "You
are a veteran, but you are more than a veteran. You have to remember that.
MNmm, and all of us, Vietnamese and Americans, we are war veterans. All
of us have suffered. So you have to remember that you are whole human
beings, not just veterans" (386). Writing and traveling with a community
of writers to this village reconciles seemingly disparate pieces of the self,
not to "heal," but to reconnect with the self and the larger international
community.

Interestingly, each element is associated with a kind of skin or armor;
according to Kelley L. Ross, the Indian view of the element "Earth" is
associated with nakedness and flesh. Kingston thus positions herself,

"naked" or exposed, in the center of her text. Surrounding her are the ele-
ments, refashioned to simultaneously protect her and lay bare parts of her
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experience. The focus on writing in this final section, and retrospectively
in Kingston's previous texts, underscores the concept of flesh-as-armor
as she herself acknowledges that one of her "post-fire symptoms is that
[she] can't read," but she can write (Fifth Book 21). Extending this idea,
Kingston's mother, Brave Orchid, tells her that she has hands, she "'can
make all of it again,'.. . What an odd idea," Kingston thinks, "that books
come from the hands" (Fifth Book 29).11 Technically true, the body's
relationship to the act of writing also becomes important for "Earth," as
Williams points out that "[b]are skin rather than armor is... an attribute
of a warrior. The act of uncovering becomes an act of power in itself' (93).
This refers to a performance in Tripmaster Monkey, yet it is also evident
throughout Kingston's texts.16 As embodied subjects, with the hands or the
mouth, writers can "uncover" and bear witness to their experiences, and
with the skin and hands, Kingston and the veterans in her workshop are
able to fight against the metal weapons of warfare. 16 Williams's statement
takes on new meaning, but rather than solely attributing the bare skin to
warriors, The Fifth Book of Peace and Veterans of War, Veterans of Peace
suggest that we could also include speakers, witnesses, or writers. In
composition and in subject matter, these texts illustrate the flexibility and
inclusivity of the memoir and the possibilities for representation through
community. Employing a traumatic structure, revisioning traditional ele-
ments, and privileging the voices of others within the text, these texts are
a testament to the concept of remaking the world as they materially argue
for the creative and peaceful possibilities of textual creation in sangha.

Notes

1. Sangha is traditionally used to describe groups within Buddhist societies; in con-
temporary parlance, it is often associated with women's collectives. In an essay on
women's informal communities in India, for example, Sangeetha Purushothaman,
Simone Purohit, and Bianca Ambrose-Oji write that sanghas are "informal collec-
tives or CBOs (community based-organizations] within a geographically located
community, which are based on relationships of kinship, friendship, or proximity"
(105). These networks were created in order to provide a safe space for women to
share stories and work toward implementing social plans to assist marginalized
subjects.
2. Most of the veterans who joined the workshop, Kingston explains, were veter-
ans of the Vietnam War. She writes that a veteran from the Korean War does not
want to receive mailings from her group anymore, insisting that the Vietnam vet-
erans get most of the attention. "But," Kingston writes, "we're inviting veterans
of every war, and their families. Everyone hears only 'Viet Nam.' Viet Nam is the
war on the American conscience" (Fifth Book 248).
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3. E. D. Huntley points out, for example, that Kingston's books "defy simple
definition because they embrace a variety of narrative forms, thereby occupying a
new literary space that exists both within and without genre borders" (65).
4. Kingston does consider genre when she writes. She explains that when she
wrote The Woman Warrior, she was writing a "'memoir' like Proust" ("Cultural"
64)-but genre is also something that she enthusiastically engages and interro-
gates for her own purposes. In a recent interview, she explains, "It's like searching
to shape this thing and I have a sort of faith that it will coalesce into a form, and
that maybe forms are elemental" ("Reading" 161).
5. There are many intersections of the traditional elements with Fifth Book; these
are only a few. See Patricia L. Hamilton, Kelley L. Ross, and Michael R. Saso.
6. The memoir opens with the funeral services held for Kingston's father and
closes with the death of her mother. E. San Juan, Jr. suggests that this ending
of The Fifth Book of Peace provides a "closing parenthesis to the funeral of her
father that opens the book" (185).
7. Kingston remarked in 1989, "True to my people and culture, we talk of our
dreams over breakfast. When I went to Singapore, I found one hundred and fifty
relatives. One aunt said, 'How is your mother and what is she dreaming about?"'
(qtd. in Bafiez 18).
8. The discussion of dreams in this section is more closely aligned with the broth-
er's dreaming patterns in China Men's section "The Brother in Vietnam": "As the
ship moved toward Asia, he dreamed fiercely. The dreams came more and more
quickly; the land sent them.... He woke again, wondering why he should have
such disorderly animal dreams when the ship was a machine" (291-92).
9. Equally compelling is the shift back into the nonfiction of "Earth": "Fiction
won't tell me what's happened to 'Eddie' and 'Sam' and 'Sheraton' and 'Clift,'
people Earll and I knew in our real Hawai'i years, whose actual names I can't
remember. 1 lost the 'Statement of Consciousness' journal in the fire; I should
have sent it to the parents" (241).
10. Wittman's observation is also mirrored by the recent controversies over the
release of photographs, both of soldier's coffins in 2004 and of prisoner abuse at
Abu Ghraib in 2006. Donald Rumsfeld, former US Secretary of Defense, said: "It
is the photographs that gives one the vivid realization of what actually took place.
Words don't do it.... You see the photographs, and you get a sense of it, and you
cannot help but be outraged" (qtd. in Kellner 432).
11. As A. Noelle Williams suggests, Tripmaster Monkey is "an exploration of
Asian American manhood and an assertion and affirmation of community" (88).
12. Sandy Boucher notes various spellings of the goddess's name: "Guan Shih Yin
in China, Kannon or Kanzeon in Japan, Quan Am in Vietnam, Kwan Seum Bosal
in Korea." Boucher uses the spelling Kwan Yin in her book, "because it seems the
easiest for Westerners to pronounce" (4).
13. See also Kali Tal (21).
14. See novels such as Larry Heinemann's Paco s Story and Close Quarters: A
Novel; Tim O'Brien's The Things They Carried; or Chang-Rae Lee's A Gesture
Life, for example.
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15. Brave Orchid visits Kingston just before the workshop begins, and Kingston
observes that her mother "never listens; she's the one does the talking. 'All I have
left is my mouth,' she says. 'I am nothing but a mouth"' (249).
16. See the "White Tigers" section of The Woman Warrior (19-53).
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