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ABSTRACT

This article explores the identity of the Chinese-
American woman in Amy Tan's novel The Kitchen
God's Wife, paralleling it with the ancient Chinese myth
of the Kitchen God. Tan deconstructs the traditional
myth, reimagining the Kitchen God's wife not as
submissive and obedient but as a woman of the modern
world who actively fights for her rights and asserts her
identity. By intertwining Chinese mythological
elements with the personal struggles of contemporary
Chinese-American women, Tan addresses the complex
interplay of heritage, customs, and modern life. She
elevates mythological motifs to engage with the
challenges of cultural assimilation and the search for
national identity. Through this, Tan highlights both the
gains and losses that arise from the interaction between
Chinese and American cultures. By revisiting the
Kitchen God myth, she reexamines moral bonds and
redefines the concept of identity for the modern
Chinese-American woman.
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INTRODUCTION

Amy Tan is a central figure in modern American literature,
particularly known for exploring the intricacies of Chinese-
American identity, gender roles, and cultural conflict. In
The Kitchen God’s Wife (1991), Tan revisits the Chinese
myth of the Kitchen God, transforming the traditionally
passive figure of his wife into a dynamic, modern woman
who embodies the complexities of cultural and gender
struggles. The novel reflects Tan’s broader project of
examining the experiences of Chinese-American women,
who must navigate between the cultural expectations of
their ancestral heritage and the demands of life in the
modern world.

In Chinese mythology, the Kitchen God’s wife is often
relegated to a background role, symbolizing traditional
gender expectations. However, in Tan’s novel, she emerges
as a character who defies the passive archetype and,
instead, reclaims her autonomy. This article seeks to
explore how Tan deconstructs the mythological Kitchen

God narrative, redefining the role of women in the
Diaspora and examining the intersection of myth, identity
and culture. Through this deconstruction, Tan challenges
established notions of femininity and cultural assimilation,
positioning the Chinese-American woman as an agent of
change.

Amy Tan's body of work has been the subject of extensive
scholarly exploration, particularly regarding her portrayal
of Chinese-American identity. Critics such as Wendy Ho
(2001) and Helena Grice (2006) have explored Tan's
recurring themes of mother-daughter relationships, cultural
dislocation, and myth-making. In The Kitchen God’s Wife,
the focus shifts to mythological deconstruction as a lens for
understanding the duality of identity faced by Chinese-
American women.

Scholars like Adrienne Rich and Julia Kristeva have
provided feminist frameworks that highlight the role of
mythology in reinforcing patriarchal structures. Kristeva’s
notion of women as “other” within mythological narratives
offers a wuseful tool for understanding how Tan
deconstructs the passive image of the Kitchen God’s wife
and reconstructs her as a symbol of female empowerment.
Additionally, Diaspora theorists such as Homi Bhabha’s
concept of “hybridity” inform the study of identity in Tan’s
work, highlighting the fluid and often contradictory nature
of cultural identity for immigrants.

Tan’s use of Chinese mythology, particularly the Kitchen
God myth, has been analyzed by scholars like Rocio Davis
(2004), who contends that Tan merges Chinese
mythological and historical narratives to offer a unique
exploration of bicultural identity. This article builds on
these frameworks, focusing specifically on how Tan
deconstructs gendered myths to articulate a new, assertive
Chinese-American identity. Amy Tan translates this plot
line from Chinese mythology into the novel “The Kitchen
God’s Wife” and thus recreates the abused woman in the
image of Winnie. The kitchen god’s wife, Winnie, lives the
life of an unnamed woman in the myth with the problems
of the modern world. In Chinese mythology, when Zhang
ascends to heaven and becomes a deity, nothing is said
about his wife. However, in Tan’s novel, Winnie, who
suffered a lot and was constantly physically and mentally
tortured by her husband, gets a chance to live happily due
to her patience and endurance. She escapes from the tyrant
and cruel Wen Fu, marries a happy American-Chinese
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Jimmy Louie and becomes the mother of a talented girl and
the grandmother of two beautiful children. M.Eliade writes
that “understanding the structure and functions of myths in
traditional societies means not only clarifying a certain
stage in the history of human thought, but also a better
understanding of the most important events of modern life
... myth becomes a model for any human activity” (Eliade,
1996: 25). In Tan’s novel, the kitchen god’s wife
symbolizes the fate of female ancestors. That’s why when
Winnie tells her grandchildren the plot of this myth, she
tells it in a unique way, and that’s why the fate of Chinese
women sounds like “chicken in a cage, brainless, never
dreaming of freedom, but never when your neck might be
cut off” (Tan, 1991: 230). Throughout history, Chinese
women have encountered the way of life of all eastern
women. As her husband’s personal property, she can
become an object of sale in any case. For this reason, as
seen in the plot of the myth, Zhang, who found a new
lover, kicked his wife out of the house. One of the greatest
troubles of a Chinese woman was her inability to give birth
to a boy. That is why she became the second and
sometimes the third woman in the house. Winnie is a
Chinese immigrant and has lived in China for most of her
life, but moved to the United States whenever possible.
Winnie runs a flower shop in the United States and runs it
with another Chinese woman who lives as an immigrant.
Until her husband’s death, she was a pastor in a Chinese
church, and her daughter, Pearl, is a speech therapist.

Pearl lives with her husband, Phil Brandt, and their two
daughters. Wen Fu, not Jimmy Louie. His real father, Wen
Fu, was a tyrant and cruel man, and he was one of the
hypocrites and forgers who used the documents of his dead
brother to become an Air Force officer. Tan deconstructs
the mythical plot line in the image of a Chinese woman
living an immigrant life and restores the forgotten Kitchen
god’s wife, in other words, the myth in a new way. Already
in this novel, “the kitchen god’s wife” restores her identity.

This, in turn, is a new myth for girls stuck between the
past, traditions, and modern American traditions. The
character of the ancient Chinese myth has no place in the
new myth because he lives by patriarchal rules. The
woman of the new world creates her own myth and sees
herself in the place of the kitchen god like Winnie. She acts
as women who can decide her own destiny, takes
responsibility for her own life, and restore her identity.
Apparently, for this reason, at the end of the work, the
mother and daughter take a figure that does not attract
anyone’s attention, not the figure of the kitchen god, and
call it “Lady Sorrow free”. Lady Sorrow free has become a
symbol of hope for hundreds of disenfranchised, silent
women, and has gained the status of a goddess in Pearle’s
kitchen. Analyzing A. Tan’s novel “The Kitchen God’s
Wife”, Guiyou Huang writes that “while depicting an
assiduous quest for a female divinity”, the author’s calling

her Lady Sorrow free is out of coincidence” (Huang, 2005:
127).

The novel, which begins with a description of the life story
of a mother and daughter in the background of an ordinary
event of everyday life - the engagement ceremony,
continues around the idea of a mythical plot, and only at
the end of the work, the reader understands the myth
deconstructed by the writer. Pearl’s mother learns that
Winnie was Weili Jiang while living in China, and that she
was the daughter of Wen Fu, not Jimmy Louie. His real
father, Wen Fu, was a tyrant and cruel man, and he was
one of the hypocrites and forgers who used the documents
of his dead brother to become an Air Force officer.

Amy Tan deconstructs the mythical plot line in the image
of a Chinese woman living an immigrant life and restores
the forgotten kitchen god’s wife, in other words, the myth
in a new way. Already in this novel, “the kitchen god’s
wife” restores her identity. This, in turn, is a new myth for
girls stuck between the past, traditions, and modern
American traditions. The character of the ancient Chinese
myth has no place in the new myth because he lives by
patriarchal rules. The woman of the new world creates her
own myth and sees herself in the place of the kitchen god
like Winnie. She acts as women who can decide her own
destiny, takes responsibility for her own life, and restore
her identity. Apparently, for this reason, at the end of the
work, the mother and daughter take a figure that does not
attract anyone’s attention, not the figure of the kitchen god,
and call it “Lady Sorrow free”. Lady Sorrow free has
become a symbol of hope for hundreds of disenfranchised,
silent women, and has gained the status of a goddess in
Pearle’s kitchen. Analyzing Amy Tan’s novel “The
Kitchen God’s Wife”, Guiyou Huang writes that “while
depicting an assiduous quest for a female divinity”, the
author’s calling her Lady Sorrow free is out of coincidence
(Huang, 2005: 127).

The Kitchen God myth is deeply ingrained in Chinese
folklore, where the Kitchen God serves as a household
deity responsible for overseeing domestic affairs and
reporting to the Jade Emperor on the household’s conduct.
His wife, by contrast, is a lesser figure, usually depicted as
long-suffering and subservient. In many versions of the
myth, she is subjected to her husband’s mistreatment, yet
her role remains secondary, underscoring traditional
gender hierarchies.

Amy Tan, however, subverts this traditional portrayal. In
The Kitchen God’s Wife, the Kitchen God’s wife is recast
as Winnie Louie, a modern Chinese-American woman who
experiences hardship but ultimately defies the expectations
placed on her by both her culture and her gender. Winnie’s
life reflects many of the struggles faced by immigrant
women, particularly those from patriarchal cultures. She
must navigate her dual identity, balancing the demands of
her Chinese heritage with the freedoms and challenges of
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life in America. Tan uses the myth of the Kitchen God not
only to critique patriarchal values but also to reclaim the
silenced voices of women.

Winnie’s personal narrative mirrors the myth in many
ways. Like the Kitchen God’s wife, Winnie is mistreated
by her husband, Wen Fu, who is both abusive and
oppressive. Yet, rather than remain in her prescribed role,
Winnie escapes and rebuilds her life in America. Through
this parallel, Tan deconstructs the original myth and
reconstructs it with a feminist lens, positioning the Kitchen
God’s wife as a figure of resilience and agency.

Amy Tan’s retelling of the Kitchen God myth is a powerful
critique of traditional gender roles. In Chinese mythology,
women are often depicted as passive, obedient, and bound
by duty. The Kitchen God’s wife, in her original portrayal,
exemplifies these characteristics, remaining loyal to her
abusive husband despite his mistreatment. This archetype
reflects the broader patriarchal structures in Chinese
society, where women’s roles have historically been
confined to the domestic sphere.

Tan, however, deconstructs this image by giving the
Kitchen God’s wife a voice and a story. Winnie Louie, the
novel’s protagonist, is a woman who refuses to remain a
victim.

Despite suffering abuse at the hands of her hushand, she
finds the strength to leave him and rebuild her life. This act
of defiance challenges the traditional notion of female
submission and redefines what it means to be a woman in
both Chinese and American contexts.

Tan’s portrayal of Winnie as a strong, independent woman
reflects broader feminist themes. Winnie’s struggle to
assert her identity in a patriarchal world is emblematic of
the struggles faced by many women, particularly those of
immigrant backgrounds. In reimagining the Kitchen God’s
wife as a figure of empowerment, Tan challenges the
gender norms that have long been embedded in Chinese
mythology and culture.

Furthermore, the novel emphasizes the power dynamics
inherent in immigrant families. Winnie’s journey from
subjugation to self-empowerment mirrors the broader
narrative of Chinese-American women navigating cultural
assimilation.

Tan highlights how these women must not only contend
with the expectations of their ancestral culture but also
navigate the complexities of life in a new world. By
deconstructing the myth of the Kitchen God’s wife, Tan
offers a vision of a woman who, despite her hardships, is
able to reclaim her agency and forge her own identity.

In The Kitchen God’s Wife, Amy Tan explores the
complexities of cultural identity and assimilation. The
novel highlights the tension between preserving one’s
cultural heritage and adapting to life in America, a central
theme for many Chinese-Americans. Through the figure of
Winnie Louie, Tan addresses the duality of identity
experienced by immigrant women, who must reconcile the
values of their native culture with the realities of life in the
modern world.

Tan’s use of the Kitchen God myth serves as a metaphor
for this cultural tension. The Kitchen God’s wife, in her
original portrayal, is bound by the expectations of her
culture, forced to endure mistreatment in silence. Winnie,
too, is bound by her cultural heritage, struggling to
maintain her identity while navigating the challenges of
life in America. However, Tan offers a path toward
reconciliation, suggesting that it is possible to honor one’s
heritage while also forging a new identity in the Diaspora.

The novel reflects Tan’s broader exploration of the
Chinese-American experience, particularly the difficulties
of cultural assimilation. For Winnie and other Chinese-
American women, the process of assimilation involves not
only adopting new customs and values but also confronting
the expectations of their native culture. Tan highlights the
emotional and psychological toll of this process, as
characters grapple with questions of identity, belonging,
and loyalty to their roots.

Ultimately, Tan suggests that cultural assimilation is a
process of both loss and gain. While characters like Winnie
must let go of certain aspects of their cultural heritage, they
also gain new perspectives and opportunities in the modern
world. Through her deconstruction of the Kitchen God
myth, Tan articulates a vision of identity that is fluid,
dynamic, and resilient, reflecting the complexities of life in
the Diaspora.

CONCLUSION

Amy Tan’s The Kitchen God’s Wife is a powerful
exploration of identity, myth, and cultural assimilation. By
deconstructing the myth of the Kitchen God and
reimagining his wife as a figure of strength and autonomy,
Tan challenges traditional gender roles and offer a new
vision of the Chinese-American woman. The novel
highlights the tension between cultural heritage and
modern identity, suggesting that the process of assimilation
involves both loss and gain. Tan’s portrayal of Winnie
Louie as a woman who reclaims her identity in the face of
adversity reflects the broader struggles faced by Chinese-
American women in the Diaspora. Through her
deconstruction of myth, Tan offers a narrative that is both
deeply personal and universally resonant, providing insight
into the complexities of identity formation in a
multicultural world.
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