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<Abstract>

Korean War Trauma and Recovery:
A psychoanalytical study on the novels
of Park Wan Suh

Andreea Popa

Department of Korean Language and Literature
The Graduate School
Seoul National University

This thesis aims to realize a psychoanalytic research on Park
Wan Suh (1931- 2011)’s novels, with the purpose of better under—
standing the psychological features of her literary creations. Park
Wan Suh has started her career with the debut novel ‘The naked tree’
(1970) and she is widely acclaimed as one of the best writers of mod-
ern Korean literature, her approaches raging from feminism, social
criticism to confessional content. Therefore, the existent research on
her literary creation is various as well, and continuously emerging, as
she is an author of great interest. One of the topics of great interest
in her works, is the Korean war, which due to her being a survivor of
such terrible event, becomes even more intriguing. Therefore, in this
thesis through an in—depth research into Park Wan Suh’s war litera-
ture, we reveal the wide psychological insight it provides into the is—
sue of war trauma and the psychological impact of the Korean war, as
well as set the base for a new way of looking at the author and her
relationship with her creations.

In chapter 2, we will focus on Park Wan Suh’s main war novels,
‘The naked Tree’ (1970), ‘Who ate all the Shinga’ (1992), ‘Is that
mountain really there?’(1995), ‘Buddha’s story’(1973), ‘We teach
shame’ (1974)‘Three days in that autumn’ (1985), ‘Mother’s
stake’(1980-1991) and relying on the existent research on trauma
and its symptoms. By observing each character’s individual experi—
ence with the Korean war, and the trauma it has inflicted on their
psyche, we meant to create a clearer image of what experiencing
trauma is in terms of symptoms, and in which way Park Wan Suh has
managed to encompass that in her novels. While family loss becomes
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the triggering traumatic event, depression, Anxiety, PTSD, Survivor’s
guilt, and OCD are the main behaviors which sum up, in various forms,
each individual’s experience with war trauma. By looking at all these
characters we will understand the versatility of trauma, the unexpect-—
edness and finally the author’s own understanding of the subject mat-
ter, as well as the way she turned each character into a perfect case
study for understanding the effects of the Korean war on the Korean
people, as well as its psychological effects.

In chapter 3 of this paper, we aim to complete the understand-
ing process of the experience of trauma. While the previous chapter
meant to clearly underline the originating point of trauma, and its
manifestations, in this chapter the topic will be healing trauma. While
Park Wan Suh, beautifully creates a detailed account of the psycho—-
logical impact of war and the ways in which it can haunt somebody for
years in a row, in this chapter we meant to see exactly what her
stance on healing trauma is. By analyzing each character’s journey
through trauma, the question of how it can be overcome rises. Fo-
cusing on the same character of the same novels which were ana—
lyzed in the previous chapter, we will observe their approach on
dealing with trauma and its consequences. Escaping or Fighting are
the key words for this analysis, which will be able to portray two op-—
posite approaches when dealing with trauma, with the main goal of
offering a better understanding of the human instincts when caught in
the ’flight-or fight’ momentum, as well as the final choice’s effects.

In chapter 4, using what we have discovered of the psycholog-
ical content of trauma in Park Wan Suh’s novels, as well as the al-
ready existent research on herself and her creations we tried to bet—
ter understand the creative process behind all these novels as the
path to better understand the author’s own experience with war
trauma. After analyzing the psychological response of her characters
to the Korean war, we cannot ignore the author’s own traumatic past
having lost family to the Korean war, the death of her older brother
haunting many of her novels. If through the analysis of so many of her
novels, we have already understood her knowledge on the topic of
psychology and trauma, as well as her connection to the national
tragedy of the Korean War, now it is time to better understand the
author’s own experience, though the same two main concepts we ap-
plied to her characters as well: symptoms and healing. Starting with
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the wounds she experienced from the war, Park Wan Suh created a
complex literature of war. Like many of her contemporaries she bears
witness to a tragic time in the national history. However, her preoc—
cupation with the war went beyond the expected, beyond the trend
and resulted in a literature of her own. And in this chapter, the main
question if how we can use her own literature to better understand
the author’s own experience with Korean war trauma and the ways in
which it influenced her writing. The goal of this chapter is to expand
the knowledge on the psychological aspect of her novels, from the in—
dividual experience of her character to the better understanding her
literature from the point of view of her own symptoms of trauma, and
her own journey to healing implied in the choices made in the creative
process.

Park Wan Suh is a great writer of her time, acknowledged for
the variety and depth of her creations. However, on the topic of the
Korean War she is a master. Starting with the wounds she experi-
enced from the war, Park Wan Suh created a complex literature of
war as her preoccupation with the war went beyond the expected,
beyond the trend and resulted in a literature of her own. She does not
stop herself in her path to raise awareness, to the common, basic
traumatic elements of war, like death, and violence on the front lines.
She raises the bar and draws attention to the less known aspects of
the war, its impact on those not directly involved and the long-lasting
grip it has. We were made aware of the psychological impact of war,
the unforgiving and undiscriminating reach of trauma, as well as her
knowledge on the topic. Her own road to self-discovery and healing,
resulted in true testimonies of the psychological reach of trauma and
its forms of manifestation. This not only allowed the author to work
through her own trauma, but also created a type of literature needed
to shed light on the psychological and on the feminine experience of
the war.

*Keyword(s): Park Wan Suh, war trauma, war literature, PTSD, survi—
vor’s guilt, OCD, autobiographical novels, fictional novels
*Student number: 2016-22569
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