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Abstract

A Study on the Representation of
Women's Deviance in 1980s’ Korean

Films

CHEN YING
Department of Korean Language and literature
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study explores the representation of women's deviance and
punishment in 1980s’ korean films in order to interpret Korean films in the
1980s with a new perspective. 1980s’ Korea was turbulent era that was full
of deviations. In this period, there were the 'Spring of Seoul', the Chun
Doo Hwan military regime, the Gwangju uprising, the 3S policy of the 5th
regime (sports, sex, screen), the withdrawal of traffic restrictions, 86 Asian
Games, June Democratic Uprising. It is not exaggerative to say that the
1980s was full of the most violent and unforgettable events in political and
social life since the Korean War. Deviations also often occurred in the
1980s’ Korean films. This study intends to reveal ambivalence, intrinsic
intention and contradiction of representation of women's deviation which
frequently appears in the films of this period and analyze the punishment
that women received after deviations. Although women's deviations are
not quite peculiar to 1980s’ films in the narrative aspect, it is necessary to
explore the truth each movie reveals by showing who deviates, types of
deviance and how it deviates. By observing 1980s’ films through deviance,
this study aims to find a new perspective that can distinguish the films of
1980s’ from those of other times.

Existing studies on 1980s  films have been proceeding from an extension

of the analysis on different times  films and the difference among these



pieces is not clear. Some of them have not paid particular attention to
deviance in 1980s’ films, others haven't been able to classify women'’s
deviance accurately, for example, emphasizing excessively women, especially
the low-class women’s oppression. Nonetheless it is necessary to classify
the deviance based on the understanding of female image which is formed
in historical background and periodical discourse. Therefore, this study
examines women's deviance in 1980s’ films by dividing it into crimes and
sexual deviations.

Crimes which appear in various forms in 1980s’ korean films, such as
pickpocketing thieving, murder, can be divided into those against property
and those against people. The first characteristic of representing deviance
in the films of this period is ambivalence. Women who commit crimes
against property are mainly from low-class. One of the characteristics of
the Korean economy in the 1980s is the 'feminization of labor force' and
the other is 'service economy'. The former strengthens women's instability
through double oppression from capitalism and gender, and the latter
exacerbates gender discrimination and sexual inequality. The low-class
women become morally confused due to the economic unrest and pushed
to the egde of illegality in this sudden social crisis. In other words, they
are in a state of anomie. For instance, in An Embrace in the Dark Night
and Lost Youth which the representation of women's deviance takes a
great part of, deviations committed in the public domain are provocative,
and those women, as ‘strong female’, have a different personality from the
frail lower-class women who appeared in earlier films. They ridicule and
provoke men while breaking laws in the public domain. This is interpreted
as an extreme resistance to the situation of double oppression, which
makes those women impossible to achieve by institutional means.
Masculinity’s crisis and national policy which considers women as the object
of sexual commercialization, effect low-class women to voluntarily choose
value exchange with their body to solve the dearth of money. Nevertheless,
in contrast to the films of the previous period, those in 1980s emphasize
women's subjective activeness by focusing on the ‘choice’ to deviate rather
than the process of ‘depravity’, and also shift the responsibility of deviance
on to them.

In sexual deviations, the second form of women’'s deviance in this study,



has a contradictory representation. The voyeuristic gaze that captures
women’s active pursuit of sexuality and the closing narrative in Korean
films during this period otherize women, but also show the subjective
potential of women through the active expression of desires. Prostitution
and Eoh Wu-dong propose a proactive response to unequal sex hierarchy
by women who are prostitutes. The Ae-ma Woman and Today's Woman
shows the expression of sexual desire and the activity that do not give up
the initiative through the representation of deviation. Hwa-chun and Sa
Bangji suggest the possibility of sexual autonomy in the process of finding
their queer identity by representing the sexual minorities that are rare to
be seen on the screen throughout Korean film history .

One of the two ways of punishment inherent in the film is stigmatization.
The process of patriarchal stigmatization to deviant behavior reflects the
otherization women who deviate but not been received the official
punishment. This stigmatization does not occur only behind the screen. It
is a secret punishment that women can be stigmatized due to the public
spread of these films in reality. Although, the narrative skill in 1980s’
Korean films is unique that the women who deviate do not receive official
punishment at the end of the film. The absence of offical punishment, on
the one hand, has the effect of enhancing the sexual activity of women,
while on the other hand, it also reflects the attempt to resist government
power that has lost legitimacy. The absence of official punishment means
that punishment has lost the appropriateness. The main cause of these lost
is the government power was lack of legitimacy. Simultaneously, the
restoration of feminist movement also leads to the inappropriateness of the

official punishment.

Keyword : deviance, Korean film, representation, female, sexual deviance,
punishment, the other
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