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<Abstract>

Revisiting 1938 in Son Chang-sop’s Nakseojok

Yu, Seohyun

With his first novel, Nakseojok (1959), Son Chang-sop turns his
attention away from depictions of contemporary post-war Korean society
to the past of the late 1930s. This article analyzes Nakseojok to explore
the meaning Son attaches to this period of time. First, given the
prominence of protagonist Bak Do-hyeon’s reverence for his father, an
independence activist who symbolizes law and order, we should note that
this image of the father is composed of an idealistic combination of
heterogeneous elements, from nationalism and socialism to Kim Gu and
Syngman Rhee. The undifferentiated ideal symbolized by the
revolutionary father represents the late 1930s as the last period when
national unity was possible, while also illustrating the immature state of
Do-hyeon’s consciousness. Next, while previous studies of the novel have
focused much less attention on the mother-son relationship than the
father-son relationship, the novel’s narrative actually follows the process
by which Do-hyeon, who seeks to pursue the path of father-armed
struggle-China, is instead led onto the path of mother-personal
development-USA. While the aggression that Do-hyeon feels toward his
father only leads him to commit unnecessary violence against the weak,
the novel’s mother characters consistently lead him to reflect and adjust
his course of action. The theory of personal development in the novel has

its foundations in Christianity and capital, which reflects the historical

129



e

EHAARITL 98(2025.06)

reality of American missionaries in China, such as the Fitch family, who
contributed to Joseon’s independence movement. Lastly, Nakseojok ends
with its youthful male characters departing for the USA through the help
of their mothers. This indicates that 1938 also signifies the end of
boyhood and entry into a harsh reality. The boys depart with dreams of a
bright future for Joseon, but readers have already seen the gloomy future
that awaits them in Son Chang-sop’s earlier short stories. These young
male characters represent the past life of characters in Son’s other work
who are overwhelmed by ennui. In Nakseojok, 1938 is a time when the
foolish will to live, which Son Chang-sop’s literature had already lost at

its outset, was still possible.

Key words: Son Chang—sop, Nakseojok, Late 1930s, Joseon Independence
Movement, Mother-Son Relationship, Boyhood
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