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<Abstract>

A Study on Korean Modern Narratives from the
Perspective of the Legal Wives

Jun, Bong-Gwan

Not a few heroes and main characters in Korean modern novels
were married men who were victims of the pre-modern custom of
early marriage. They usually sought ideal love with a “new woman”
who was not their wife. In doing so, they did not feel guilty to their
wife, or think they were having an affair. They also actively advocated
a legal and moral justification of their affairs and even protested that
they were engaging in progressive and desirable acts to resist the
feudal conventions. This type of characters can be classified as one of
the noticeable features of Korean modern novels.

On the other hand, their wives were described as passive characters
and did not appear on the surface of the narratives in many novels,
despite that they played important roles in the narratives as an obstacle
to their husband’s love. When their husbands agonized over the legal
and moral justification for loving other women, their predicaments
were not taken into consideration at all. In this sense, the wives who
were victims of early marriage in Korean modern novels were
essentially invisible.

This paper aims to reveal the significance of the legal wives who were

victims of early marriage through rereading Korean modern novels such
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as Yeom Sang-seop’s Mansejeon (Before the March 1% Movement),
Samdae (The Three Generations), Lee Gi-yeong’s Gohyang
(Hometown), and Chae Man-sik’s Gwadogi (The Transitional Period).
Previous studies have explained the transplantation of free love in
colonial Korea from the perspective of the conflicts and struggles of
values between the traditional and the modern, Eastern and Western,
etc. Focusing on the specific aspect of “the old-fashioned women”
wives , however, it was found that free love in colonial Korea was not
just an unfamiliar aspect of modern cultures but was itself implicated in

androcentrism and feudal violence.

Key words: early marriage, old-fashioned woman, legal wife, Yeom
Sang-seop, Lee Gi-yeong, Chae Man-sik, Manssjeon,
Samdae, Gohyang, Gwadogi
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