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62) “The assertion that the self needs to be decentered is of little value to women who have never
had a self; a recurring theme of feminist literature is the difficulty many women still experience
in defining an independent identity beyond that shaped by the needs and desires of those around
them, It is precisely for this reason that the autobiographical novel continues to remain a major
literary form for oppressed groups, as a medium for confronting problems of self and of cultural

identity which fulfills important social needs.” Rita Felski, op. cit., p.78.
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<Abstract>

Writing History with a Specular

—An Analysis of Choi Jung-hee's Literature Centered on
She and Their Lovers (1956) and Human History (1964)

Koo, Jayeon

The paper revisited and made a new interpretation of Choi Jung-hee's
novel Human History (1964) by focusing on its juxtaposition of objects
and what it signifies. On the other hand, the paper also analyzed the novel
in relation to Choi's 1950s work, She and Their Lovers (1956), to trace
how her viewpoint on "working women" transitioned from the 50s to the
60s. In She and Their Lovers, Choi introduced a female protagonist,
Yun Sang-mae, and drew a positive picture of how women could win
successful lives by becoming working women as the Korean War's
drafting of men left a vacuum in society. However, in her later work,
Human History, Choi portrays a different female protagonist, Ma
Chae-hui, who strives to keep her job despite having to care for a sick
husband and nurse a baby. Still, after giving birth to children with
disabilities, she is eventually diminished to a full-time carer and
dismissed from her workplace. Powerless against the historic maelstrom
of the April 19 Revolution, the circumstance of Ma being rejected and
sent back home is not unrelated to Choi's personal life, her conflict with
the magazine Sasanggye, leading her to become a founding member of
Korean Women Writers Association and later serve as its 2nd president.

As revealed in her works and activities, Choi's view of history was the

polar opposite of Korean literary history's customary overevaluation of
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1960s' works post-April 19 Revolution. Choi's perception of Korean
society in the 1950s-60s was the reverse of what was the norm, as
evidenced by Yun in She and Their Lovers, who unyieldingly jumps on a
train to Seoul when everyone else is hurriedly evacuating Seoul the night
before the Korean War began. On the other hand, the scene directly links
to Kang Mun-o's description of Ma as "remains" near the ending of
Human History and the issue of how Kang's words should be interpreted.
Assessing Ma as "remains" is only possible through the masculine gaze -
symbolized by Kang in the novel - and only after we reinterpret the work
through the meanings signified by the objects in the story could we detect
Ma's spirit of resistance. Ultimately, She and Their Lovers and Human
History are an interdependent pair of Choi's thought experiments on how
it was possible for Korean women in the 1950s and the 1960s to raise
children and work simultaneously. And not only do Choi's experiments
allow us to infer how the social conditions of the respective decades had
influenced women, but they are astonishingly contemporaneous to us in
that they vividly depict the same dilemmas that have challenged working
women in all eras. In other words, the contradictoriness in Choi's literary
works must be understood as the paradoxical scenes produced by the
conflicts between her choice to fictionize the prisoners in the cave
through a specular (in the sense of Luce Irigaray) and her desire to rescue

them just as a midwife would guide a baby out from the womb.

Key words: Choi Jung-hee, She and Their Lovers, Human History, the
1950s—60s Korean literature, specular, Luce lIrigaray, history of
objects
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