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Accepted: According to Gérard Genette, within structuralist narratology the plot

1404-03-16 of a story, as the organizing principle of actual events, reveals the
structure of the text. His theory revolves around the categories of time,
mood, and voice, which constitute the fundamental elements added to
the raw material of narrative. Narrative time differs from chronological
time in the external world. Mood depends on the perspective adopted
by the narrator, whereas voice refers to the narrator’s position in
relation to the story. In first-person narratives, the narrator recounts a
story embedded within another story, encompassing both past and
present, and employs these temporal dimensions to control events,
characters, and the production of meaning. Cognitive narratologists,

Keywords: _however, challenge this view. Alt_ho_ugh the_y_ acknowledge_ _the

plot; structure; importance of plot, they argue that it is insufficient for explaining

cognition; emotions; ~ Meaning. They emphasize the significance of the consciousness of

consciousness. fictional characters, the text itself, and the reader, aspects that

structuralists and Genette have largely neglected. They maintain that
structuralism is unable to explain how literary meaning is experienced
by readers. Meaning emerges through the interaction between the text
and the minds of both characters and readers. In The Kitchen God'’s
Wife, narrative structures alone cannot adequately represent the
emotions of Pearl and Winnie. Readers must engage with their
psychological states in order to grasp the overall meaning of the novel.
This article argues that Genette’s theory is not comprehensive enough
to account for all dimensions of meaning in the text, since it overlooks
the role of the text as a medium connecting the emotions of fictional
characters and readers.
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1. Introduction

Structuralist narratologists, influenced by Russian Formalism, generally assume that form
determines meaning. Likewise, Genette seeks meaning within the structural layers of narrative,
where the narrator begins from the external world and subsequently recounts a story within another
story through references to both past and present.

As Wallace Martin observes, “Stories can be conceived as spaces in which imagination intersects
with reality” (1986, p. 18). In this sense, writers draw inspiration from the real world while
simultaneously using fiction as a space in which to narrate aspects of their personal experiences.
Authors often intertwine reality and imagination, thereby blurring the boundaries between them.
Similarly, Frank Kermode argues that “form and meaning always maintain a reciprocal
relationship” (1987, p. 33). He regards form, or narrative structure, as the central focus of critical
analysis, emphasizing its mutual relationship with meaning. Plot, or narrative structure, refers to
the arrangement of events according to the author’s design.

Cognitive narratologists challenge this structuralist emphasis and argue that although attention to
plot is essential, it is insufficient for understanding narrative meaning. Monika Fludernik contends
that “narrative is not merely a sequence of events; rather, it is grounded in human experience”
(2009, p. 59). She separates narrativity from plot and proposes that narrativity should be redefined
in terms of experientiality (2009, p. 109). According to Fludernik, narrativity depends upon the
experiences represented in the text, and readers derive such narrativity through their own
consciousness and experience. As she further explains, “Narrativity must be detached from the
discussion of plot and redefined as the representation of experience. Actions, intentions, and
emotions all constitute aspects of human experience reported in narrative” (2009, p. 109).
Cognitive narratologists further maintain that structures alone cannot adequately explain literature.
As Wallace Martin argues, “This cannot tell us anything interesting or useful about literature”
(1986, p. 28), because the consciousness of both characters and readers is overlooked. Narrative
meaning is generated through the interaction between the text and the minds of fictional characters
and readers.

Genette distinguishes between two narrative levels: story and discourse. According to Jonathan
Culler, a story consists of “a sequence of actions and events assumed to constitute an independent
process,” whereas discourse is “the mediated representation of those events” (2000, p. 107).
Genette himself maintains that the study of narrative “refers to the examination of relationships,
specifically the relationship between discourse and the act of narration” (Narrative Discourse,
1983, p. 27). For Genette, discourse concerns the production of narrative through words and
sentences, which become the object of critical analysis. Cognitive narratology, by contrast, argues
that the human mind and brain govern the production of narratives. Human cognition gives rise to
narrative structures. Thus, when Amy Tan writes about mothers and daughters, it is her own
experiences and cognitive frameworks that take precedence over purely textual structures.

This study argues that plot, text, character, and reader are all indispensable components of
narrative, yet the consciousness governing fictional characters occupies a more prominent role.
Such consciousness is shaped through the dynamic interaction of the text, and meaning emerges
beyond words and sentences within the minds of both characters and readers.

2. Research Questions and Methodology

The methodology adopted in this study is based on a comparative examination of Genette’s
narratology and cognitive narratology. The article first outlines the principles of Genette’s theory
and then contrasts them with the assumptions of cognitive narratology. Finally, it draws
conclusions regarding their applicability to The Kitchen God’s Wife. The article seeks to answer
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the following question: Can Genette’s narratology adequately address all the issues that a literary
critic may encounter in Amy Tan’s The Kitchen God’s Wife?

3. Findings and Conclusion

The present article has offered a new perspective on narratology in The Kitchen God’s Wife.
Findings suggest that readers who approach the novel exclusively through the framework of
Gérard Genette overlook important dimensions of the narrative, particularly the emotions and
consciousness of both fictional characters and readers. Genette focuses primarily on words,
sentences, and grammar as the structural foundations of narrative and argues that the narrator
exercises sufficient control over events to determine and communicate the overall meaning of the
text. He emphasizes the moment of perception, which he conceptualizes as focalization: the
perceiving subject functions as the focalizer, while the object perceived becomes the focalized
object. Through focalization, the focalizer may achieve understanding at a particular moment.
Cognitive narratologists, however, argue that Genette’s analysis remains confined to the level of
sentences. Although these sentences construct the structure and plot of the narrative, other
dimensions of the text are neglected. Understanding is not an instantaneous event but rather a long-
term process. Pearl and Winnie have reflected upon their relationship over many years and
gradually come to realize that change is necessary for reconciliation. Through the retelling of their
lives in both past and present, they revisit their experiences through words and sentences. Beneath
these linguistic structures, however, lies a deeper grammar that reveals the troubled psychological
attitudes they harbor toward one another.

By portraying the hardships of their lives, the author guides the characters in such a way that
readers themselves come to experience their emotional conditions. Emotions, working together
with reason, play a crucial role in enabling the characters to recognize their mistakes. These
fictional figures attempt to employ rational judgment in selecting the simplest and most effective
solutions to their problems. Consequently, the author’s cognitive schema influences the narrative
structures employed by the narrators, creating a formal framework that activates the reader’s mind
and ultimately generates the overall meaning of the story.
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