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ABSTRACT

This article examines the transformation of the meaning-making mechanism in late medieval
Vietnamese narrative under the influence of secularization. Drawing on an integrated framework of
narratology and discourse theory, it investigates three fundamental components of narrative
structure: plot, character, and narrative voice and the narrator through The Story of the Woman in
Nam Xuong (Chuyén ngudi con gai Nam Xwong), The Tale of Kiéu (Truyén Kiéu), and A Record
of the Unification of the Imperial Lé (Hoang L& nhét théng chi). The findings reveal that the meaning-
making mechanism shifted from a normative model to a constructive one, as reflected in changes to
the conditions of meaning-making, the redistribution of discursive authority, and the emergence of
meaning through the narrative process. On this basis, the article proposes viewing secularization as
the driving force behind the restructuring of the meaning-making mechanism in late medieval
Vietnamese narrative. It also contributes a theoretical foundation for enhancing reading
comprehension instruction in medieval Vietnamese literature in line with the competency-based
approach of the 2018 General Education Curriculum for Viethamese Language Arts and Literature.

Keywords: discourse theory; late medieval Vietnamese narrative; literary reading
comprehension instruction; meaning-making mechanism; narratology

1.  Introduction

In Vietnamese literary studies, “for various reasons, reflection theory became, for a long
period, the foundational principle underlying all literary research” (Tran, 2025, p.112).
Therefore, the meaning of a literary work was generally treated as pre-existing content waiting
to be discovered. However, in recent decades, the development of poetics and narratology has
shifted scholarly attention toward the modes of textual organization. Discourse theory has
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further extended this approach by situating narrative structure in relation to its historical—-
cultural context and the value systems that shape the process of meaning-making.

With respect to late medieval Vietnamese narrative (sixteenth—nineteenth centuries),
numerous studies have identified changes in both content and poetics, among which the
secularizing trend is regarded as especially prominent. However, this phenomenon has
mainly been understood in terms of innovations in thematic concerns and narrative art, while
its role in transforming the text’s meaning-making mechanism remains insufficiently
explained. The question, therefore, concerns not only how the text is organized but also why
it is organized in that particular way.

Alongside this gap in literary scholarship, the practice of teaching reading
comprehension also calls for further development of approaches to texts. The 2018 General
Education Curriculum for Vietnamese Language Arts and Literature and the current
textbooks have shifted their focus toward reading comprehension based on genre
characteristics, helping students identify the components of narrative structure. Building on
this foundation, explaining the relationship between narrative components, their historical—
cultural context, and the value systems governing the text’s meaning-making process can
extend reading-comprehension activities from the analysis of narrative structure to an
explanation of the meaning-making mechanism.

Proceeding from these two concerns, this article combines narratology with discourse
theory to approach late medieval Vietnamese narrative from the perspective of its meaning-
making mechanism. Through an examination of several representative narrative works, the
study clarifies the shift from a normative model of meaning-making to a constructive model
under the influence of secularization. The Story of the Woman in Nam Xuong (Chuyén nguoi
con gdi Nam Xuwong), The Tale of Kiéu (Truyén Kiéu), and A Record of the Unification of
the Imperial L& (Hoang Lé nhat thong chi) were chosen as representative works of three
narrative genres: tales of the marvelous (truyén ki), Ném verse narratives, and chaptered
novels. They are also familiar texts in secondary school literature instruction. The different
modes of narration in these works illustrate the growing role of individual experience,
secular life, and discursive positions in the process of meaning-making. In doing so, the
article contributes to explaining the development of late medieval narrative and enriches the
theoretical foundation for extending medieval literary reading-comprehension activities in
line with the 2018 General Education Curriculum for Vietnamese Language Arts and
Literature (Ministry of Education and Training, 2018).

2.  Theoretical framework and research approach

This article draws on narratology to analyze how texts organize meaning and on
discourse theory to explain the conditions under which meaning is produced. In literary
studies, narratology is an important approach to analyzing the structure and operating
mechanisms of narrative texts. Tran Dinh Su (2017) defines “narratology... in its broad
sense as the study of the structure of narrative texts and related issues or, in other words, the
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artistic features of narration in narrative texts in search of a way of reading” (Tran, 2017,
p.9). J. Hillis Miller also argues that “narrative is a way of putting events into an order, and
it is from that order that they acquire meaning” (as cited in Tran, 2017, p.10). This
perspective allows for a shift in focus from viewing narrative as a mere recounting of events
to seeing it as a mode of organizing and constructing meaning. Accordingly, elements such
as plot, character, and narrative voice and the narrator not only constitute the text but also
directly participate in the process of meaning-making. Meaning is thus formed within the
very process of narrative organization.

From the perspective of discourse theory, Foucault (as cited in Tran, 2025) suggests that
what matters is not only what a statement says but also the conditions that allow that statement
to emerge and be recognized within a particular historical-social context. Accordingly,
discourse analysis focuses on the rules governing the formation and validity of utterances. In
this light, the transformations in plot, character, and narrative voice and the narrator within late
medieval narratives reflect a renewal of poetics while simultaneously revealing changes in the
conditions of meaning-making and the distribution of discursive authority. Secularization is
regarded as the driving force behind this shift, as meaning is no longer guaranteed primarily by
a pre-existing normative system but is increasingly constructed within the narrative process and
through interactions among discursive positions.

In literary reading instruction, the combination of narratology and discourse theory
discussed above enables reading activities to shift from analyzing narrative elements to
explaining the meaning-making mechanism. Narratology helps identify how the text is
organized, while a discourse perspective extends the analysis to the relationship between this
organization and its historical and cultural context, value systems, and discursive positions.
This forms the basis for the teaching implications proposed in Section 3.3.

3. Findings and discussion
3.1. Manifestations of the shift in narrative components

Before examining late medieval narrative, it should be noted that numerous studies of
poetics have already identified the basic features of the normative narrative model
characteristic of the earlier period. In Compilation of the Departed Spirits in the Viét Realm
(Viét dién u linh tdp), particularly tales such as B4 Cai dai vuong and Thai iy Trung phu
Diing Vit Uy Thing Céng, the plot is chiefly oriented toward affirming merit and moral
principles; characters appear as embodiments of orthodox values; and the narrator occupies
a central position in directing the reader’s understanding. Building on this foundation, this
section examines shifts in these three components of late medieval narrative as
manifestations of the restructuring of meaning.

3.1.1. The shift in plot and the conditions of meaning-making

In late medieval narrative, plot increasingly shifts from affirming moral principles to
organizing life situations and human experience. In Casual Records of Transmitted Strange
Tales (Truyén ky man luc), secular conflicts become the driving force of the plot. In The
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Story of the Woman in Nam Xwong, Nguyen Dang Na (2021) regards the image of “the
shadow” and the innocent words of the child Pan as a distinctive artistic creation (p.211).
From the detail of the child “pointing to his [Truong Sinh’s] shadow on the wall” (Nguyen,
1971, p.186), misunderstanding and family tragedy unfold according to the cause-and-effect
relations of everyday life. The work’s meaning is therefore not concentrated solely in the
ending in which Vii Nuong is vindicated, but accumulates throughout the narrative process.

This tendency became more pronounced in The Tale of Kiéu. The two opening lines
— “Having passed through the vicissitudes of life, all that one beholds brings anguish to the
heart” (Nguyen, 1991, p.13) — orient the reader to view the work as an experiential journey
concerning the human condition. The plot no longer primarily illustrates a moral lesson.
Instead, it unfolds the process of Thuy Kiéu’s wandering and displacement. The character’s
fate is shaped through the interplay of circumstance, chance, and personal choice.

Thus, the focus of the plot shifts from affirming a system of norms to organizing
situations and experiences for the purpose of meaning-making. This shift lays the
groundwork for corresponding changes in characterization and narrative voice and the
narrator, which are discussed below.

3.1.2. The shift in character and the process of meaning-making

This shift is clearly evident in the construction of characters. The Story of the Woman
in Nam Xwong serves as a prime example. While Vii Nuong embodies the virtues of an ideal
woman, the significance of her character is shaped by a series of experiences linked to war,
family life, and social prejudices. Nguyen Dang Na (2021) observes: “In portraying the fate
of Vu Thi Thiet, Nguyen Du touches upon the eternal tragedy of the human condition”
(Nguyen, 2021, p.212). Thus, the character not only evokes a model of moral virtue but also
prompts reflection on the human condition within earthly life.

In The Tale of Kiéu, personal life is portrayed more deeply. Le Tri Vien (1996)
observes that Nguyén Du “delved deeper into character psychology, incorporating
descriptions of scenery and emotion that render the characters vivid and authentic—as if
they truly existed” (Le, 1996, p.239). Thiy Kiéu is no longer merely an embodiment of
virtue. She becomes a subject constantly grappling with choices between love, filial duty,
and the desire to live. The character’s significance is shaped through the process of
experience rather than being confined to a single virtue or a predetermined outcome. Thus,
the characters emerge as agents of experience and choice, paving the way for a
corresponding transformation in the art of narrative.

3.1.3. The shift in narrative voice and narrator and narrative meaning

Alongside plot and character, the interconnected dimension of narrative voice and
narrator also changes in ways that expand the text’s capacity for meaning-making. By the
late medieval period, narrative discourse had become more flexible in its relation to
character, point of view, and the text’s multiple layers of voice.
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In The Tale of Kiéu, the narrative voice repeatedly merges with a lyrical voice,
producing a resonance between the narrator’s emotions and Thuy Kiéu’s experience. Tran
Dinh Su (2018) explains that voice expresses a subject’s attitude, emotion, and point of view
toward life, thereby guiding the reception of the work (Tran, 2018, pp.263-264). Comments
such as “brings anguish to the heart” and “How painful is a woman’s fate!” (Nguyen, 1991,
pp.13, 31) both reveal the narrator’s attitude and connect that voice with the character’s
experience. Thuy Kiéu’s tragedy expands into a broader reflection on the human condition
and social reality.

In A Record of the Unification of the Imperial Lé, the narrator retains the role of
connecting historical events but does not maintain a fixed perspective. At times the narration
tends toward chronicle-like record-keeping; at other times it is interspersed with
commentary; and at still other moments it approaches events from a character’s position.
The remark “[they] did not realize that Nguyén Hué was a seasoned hero, valiant and gifted
in military command” (Ngo6 gia van phai, 2005, p.352), voiced from within the Lé-Trinh
camp, both portrays Nguyén Hué’s prowess and, as orchestrated by the narrator, reveals a
shift between the faction’s viewpoint and the narrator’s evaluative perspective. Meaning is
thus formed through the relationship among character discourse, narrative discourse,
multiple points of view, and different historical voices.

The narrator continues to coordinate the text, yet meaning is formed through the
interaction among multiple points of view and voices. This provides the basis for the analysis
in Section 3.2.

3.2.  The meaning-making mechanism from a discourse perspective

The shifts in plot, character, and narrative voice and the narrator examined in Section
3.1 show that textual meaning is no longer established chiefly by a pre-existing normative
system but is increasingly formed within the narrative process and through human
experience. From a discourse perspective, what matters is not these poetic transformations
in themselves but the change in the conditions that allow meaning to be formed and
recognized. It is at this level that the meaning-making mechanism of late medieval
Vietnamese narrative can be further explained.

3.2.1. The shift in the conditions of meaning-making

The shift in plot from a model that affirms moral principles to one that organizes life
experience, together with the changes in character construction and the roles of narrative voice
and the narrator discussed in Section 3.1, shows that textual meaning is increasingly formed
through the narrative process itself. This raises the question of what conditions made such a mode
of meaning-making possible. In other words, what has changed is not only how the text is
organized but also the grounds that allow meaning to be formed and to take effect within the text.

From a discourse perspective, meaning does not exist as ready-made content but is bound
up with historical—cultural premises that determine whether a statement can emerge and attain
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social validity. Foucault (as cited in Tran, 2025) suggests that what matters is not only what a
statement says but also the conditions that allow it to emerge in the first place. Literary research
must therefore account for the conditions governing a text’s process of meaning-making.

Secularization in the late medieval period was linked to changes in social life from the
sixteenth century onward and became more marked in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
The development of the commodity economy, urban life, and individual consciousness added
to the richness of lived experience and widened the scope of social reality represented in
literature (Mai, 2022, pp.89-93). In literature, this was also a period in which conceptions of
literature underwent a “major qualitative shift,” accompanied by the flourishing of Ném verse
narratives, lament poetry (ngdm khdc), hat noi (singing-speech poetry), and other forms of
expression in the vernacular language (Trinh et al., 2016, p.55). These shifts also altered the
conditions of meaning production in narrative. Whereas an accepted system of moral norms
played a dominant role in the normative model, individual experience, everyday conflicts, and
social reality increasingly became important grounds for meaning-making. Consequently,
meaning in the text was increasingly shaped by the interaction between narrative structure, the
characters’ experiences, and a specific historical and cultural context, rather than being
primarily guaranteed by a pre-existing system of norms.

This can be regarded as a shift from a normative model of meaning-making to a
constructive model. The shift is not merely the result of poetic innovation but also reflects a
change in the conditions of meaning-making in late medieval literature. This change, in turn,
lays the groundwork for the redistribution of discursive authority within the text, which is
examined in the following section.

3.2.2. The redistribution of discursive authority and the expansion of meaning-making capacity

Once meaning is no longer guaranteed by a single normative system, meaning-making
authority likewise ceases to be concentrated absolutely in the narrator. The Tale of Kiéu and
A Record of the Unification of the Imperial Lé demonstrate that meaning increasingly
emerges through the interaction of multiple voices and perspectives.

In addition to this reorganization of the conditions of meaning-making, the power of
enunciation in the text is also reorganized. In a discourse-analytical approach, the power of
enunciation refers not only to the narrator’s right to tell a story or to speak but also to the
narrator’s ability to define what is meaningful, credible, and valuable in the discourse. Thus,
if that power changes, the meaning-making mechanism also changes.

According to Foucault the efficacy of an utterance depends not only on its content but
also on the conditions that enable it to emerge and gain social recognition (as cited in Tran,
2025). This insight enables us to see the changing role of narrative voice and the narrator in
late medieval narrative not only as a development of narrative technique but also as a process
of reconfiguring the positions of enunciation in the text. As personal experience and secular
life increasingly become objects of narrative, meaning-making authority ceases to be
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concentrated absolutely in a single authoritative voice and is gradually distributed among
the narrator, characters, points of view, and the historical-cultural context.

This redistribution of discursive authority does not mean that the narrator loses a
central role. The narrator continues to coordinate the narrative process but no longer holds
an exclusive position in establishing meaning. Rather than primarily affirming a
predetermined moral conclusion, narration increasingly organizes interactions among
different points of view, voices, and human experiences. Textual meaning is therefore no
longer guaranteed by a single voice but is formed through relationships among multiple
discursive positions that coexist and enter into dialogue with one another.

As discursive authority is redistributed, the text simultaneously expands its capacity for
interpretation and reception. The reader gradually participates in the process of meaning-making
by comparing the narrative discourse, characters’ voices, and historical—cultural context.

3.2.3. The mechanism of meaning restructuring: from the normative to the constructive model

The preceding analyses show that transformations in plot, character, and narrative
voice and the narrator are not isolated poetic phenomena but together reflect a shift in the
meaning-making mechanism of late medieval Vietnamese narrative. What changed was not
only the text’s formal organization but also the way meaning was formed and operated
within the narrative process. From a discourse perspective, these transformations converge
at a deeper level: a change in the conditions that allow meaning to be constructed, circulated,
and recognized within the text.

In the normative narrative model, textual meaning was guaranteed chiefly by a system
of moral norms that pre-existed the text. Plot, character, and narrator therefore operated to
affirm that normative system. By the late medieval period, alongside the development of the
secularizing trend, the conditions of meaning-making had changed. Everyday human
experience, social reality, and the conflicts of life became important foundations for
constructing meaning. This change caused the plot to shift from illustrating moral principles
to organizing experience; characters to become subjects of choice and self-awareness; and
the narrator to relinquish an exclusive position in establishing meaning and instead organize
interactions among multiple points of view and voices. These three dimensions converge in
a single, unified shift: the text’s meaning-making mechanism.

This can be regarded as a shift from a normative model of meaning-making to a
constructive model. What is new in this approach is not the discovery of further
transformations at the level of poetics, since these have already been identified by numerous
studies. Rather, the article’s contribution lies in interpreting these transformations as
manifestations of a unified meaning-making mechanism. Here, the combination of
narratology and discourse theory demonstrates a clear methodological advantage: it moves
from identifying shifts in narrative structure to explaining the meaning-making mechanism
governing those shifts. Narratology elucidates how a text is organized. Discourse theory
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explains why it is organized in that manner and identifies the historical-cultural conditions
governing the process of meaning-making. In this context, the transformation of late
medieval narrative is understood not only as an innovation in content and poetics but also as
a change in how meaning is constructed. This constitutes the article’s principal
methodological contribution.

3.3. Implications for medieval literary reading comprehension instruction

From the perspective of the meaning-making mechanism, medieval literary reading-
comprehension instruction also needs to be approached differently. If textual meaning is
understood as the outcome of a constructive process, reading-comprehension activities need
to shift from accepting ready-made conclusions to explaining how the text produces
meaning. Accordingly, the central question is not only what the text says but also how it is
organized and why it is organized in that particular way.

This approach is consistent with the orientation of the 2018 General Education
Curriculum for Literature. The curriculum states that reading comprehension includes the
analysis of formal elements such as plot, character, narrator, and point of view, as well as
“connecting the text with the historical, cultural, and social context” (Ministry of Education
and Training, 2018, pp.12-13). In terms of teaching methods, the curriculum also emphasizes
the active, “co-creative” role of learners and calls for students to be encouraged to “take part
in constructing meaning for the text” (p.82). These orientations allow reading activities to
move from analyzing narrative elements to explaining the meaning-making mechanism in
relation to the historical and cultural context. Current Vietnamese language and literature
textbooks likewise organize reading activities around identifying plot, character, narrator,
point of view, and artistic detail in The Story of the Woman in Nam Xuwong (Bui, 20264,
pp.10-16) and The Tale of Kiéu (Bui, 2026b, pp.66-70). This provides a foundation for
deepening reading-comprehension activities, moving from identifying and analyzing formal
components to explaining the text’s meaning-making mechanism.

On this basis, the article’s findings suggest extending reading comprehension activities
from analyzing narrative components to explaining how the text produces meaning.
Combining narratology with discourse theory helps learners recognize the relationship
between narrative structure, historical context, cultural value systems, and discursive
position. Through this process, students can gradually develop skills in textual interpretation,
critical thinking, and evidence-based dialogue with the text. This application does not require
turning discourse theory into an independent subject of instruction; rather, it can be
implemented through a set of questions suited to students’ cognitive levels.

When reading The Story of the Woman in Nam Xuwong, the focus of reading-
comprehension activities needs to shift from affirming Vit Nuong’s virtues to explaining the
text’s meaning-making mechanism. The detail of “the shadow” triggers the tragedy and
governs the entire course of the plot. The narrative drives the plot forward while shaping
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how the reader perceives the character's fate. The fantastical ending expands the story's
significance, transforming it from a tale of individual tragedy into a meditation on justice
and the human condition. On this basis, teachers might pose questions such as: Why did
Nguyén Dit choose the detail of “the shadow,” rather than some other cause, to trigger the
tragedy? If the fantastical ending were removed, how would the work’s meaning change?
How did conceptions of family, chastity, and male authority shape the organization of the
plot and Vii Nuong’s fate? Such questions help students both identify the interplay among
narrative components and explain the relationship between the text’s structure, the cultural
context, and the value systems of medieval society.

For The Tale of Kiéu, reading-comprehension activities can likewise shift from
accepting familiar conclusions about the work’s realist and humanist values to explaining
how Thuy Kiéu’s journey of experience is organized as a process of meaning-making. The
movement of the plot enables the character to gradually reveal her awareness of fate, while
the narrator’s discourse, the character’s voice, point of view, and tone continually shift
throughout the narrative process. Comments such as “brings anguish to the heart” and “How
painful is a woman’s fate!” (Nguyen, 1991, pp.13, 31) clearly reveal the narrator’s attitude.
At the same time, they enter into dialogue with Thity Kiéu’s experience, thereby guiding the
reader to view the character’s tragedy as a reflection on the human condition. On this basis,
teachers can ask questions such as: Why does Nguyén Du repeatedly allow the narrator’s
voice to merge with the voice and emotions of Thity Kiéu? If the point of view were changed
or the narrator’s commentary omitted, how would the meaning of the passage change? Why
do personal experience and the human condition become central to the work rather than the
work merely affirming a pre-existing moral order? By answering such questions, students
come to recognize the interplay among narrative components in the meaning-making
process, and recognize the discursive shift from affirming a moral order to placing personal
experience and the human condition at the center.

From the two cases above, three groups of questions can guide the reading process.
The first relates to the organization of narrative elements and their contribution to meaning-
making; the second to the roles of the narrator, characters, and discursive positions; and the
third to the historical and cultural conditions and value systems that shape narrative
organization and the distribution of discursive positions. These questions align with the
curriculum’s orientation, which requires teachers to “use a variety of question types at
different levels” to guide students in reading comprehension (Ministry of Education and
Training, 2018, p.83). This is not a new reading process but a way of extending reading
activities from analyzing features of poetics to explaining the meaning-making mechanism.
In doing so, it deepens the orientation toward reading according to genre characteristics.

The article therefore does not propose a new reading-comprehension procedure but
suggests a way of developing reading activities from the analysis of formal components to
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an explanation of the meaning-making mechanism. In this approach, combining narratology
with discourse theory helps deepen the genre-based reading-comprehension orientation.
4.  Conclusion

By combining narratology with discourse theory, this article approaches late medieval
Vietnamese narrative from the perspective of its meaning-making mechanism. The findings
show that, under the influence of secularization, the meaning-making mechanism shifted
from a normative model to a constructive model. This shift is manifested in transformations
in plot, character, and narrative voice and the narrator, and is bound up with changes in the
conditions of meaning-making and the redistribution of discursive authority.

From this perspective, secularization can be viewed as a driving force behind the
restructuring of meaning in late medieval Vietnamese narratives. The article’s
methodological contribution lies in situating the shift in poetics within the context of changes
in the mechanism of meaning construction, viewed through a discursive perspective.

In terms of education, the research findings contribute to the theoretical foundation for
reading comprehension instruction in medieval literature, in alignment with the 2018
General Education Curriculum for Vietnamese Language Arts and Literature. The reading
process can be developed by progressing from the identification of poetic elements to an
interpretation of meaning-making mechanisms, viewed in relation to the historical-cultural
context and the value systems that shape that process. This approach helps to cultivate skills
in textual interpretation, critical thinking, and evidence-based discussion, and strengthens
the connection between literary research and reading-comprehension instruction in schools.
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ABSTRACT

Bai viét lam ré Sy chuyén dich cua co ché kién tao y nghia trong tw sy ha ki trung dai Viét Nam
dwdi tac dong ciia xu hudng thé tuc. Trén co sé két hop tw sw hoc véi li thuyét dién ngén, nghién ciru
khao sat ba thanh té co ban ciia cdu triic tw s gom cot truyén, nhan vit va giong diéu — ngieoi ké qua
Chuyén nguoi con gai Nam Xwong, Truyén Kiéu va Hoang Lé nhét thong chi. Két qua cho thdy co
ché kién tao y nghia trong tw su ha ki trung dai di chuyén tir mé hinh quy pham sang mé hinh kién
tao, thé hién & sy thay doi ciia diéu kién tao nghia, sw phin bo lai quyén nang phdt ngon va viéc hinh
thanh Y nghia trong tién trinh tw sw. Trén co sé do, bai viét dé xudt nhin nhdn xu hwéng thé tuc nhu
dong e thic ddy s tdi cdu tric co ché kién tao ¥ nghia cia tw si ha ki trung dai, dong thoi gop
phdn bé sung co so li lugn nham phat trién hoat dong doc hiéu vin hoc trung dai theo dinh huong
phat trién nang luc ciia Chwong trinh gido duc phé théng mén Ngik vin 2018.

Trr khoa: i thuyét dién ngon; tu sy ha ki trung dai; day hoc doc hiéu; co ché kién tao y nghia;
tu su hoc
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