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Abstract

A study on Kim Yeong-hyeon’s

Literature

Byeon, Ha-yeon
Department of Korean Language and Literature
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

In the history of Korean literature, the context in which Kim
Yeong-hyeon's name is mentioned is extremely limited. It is the
so-called ‘Controversy on Kim Yeong-hyeon’, which was triggered
by Kwon Seong-woo’s critical intention to newly signify the
literature of the 90’s by separation from that of the 80’s in the
coming new era. However, Kim Yeong-hyeon's literature, which
was called by Kwon Seong-woo as a promising literature that will
lead a new age, has rather degenerated into the literature that
needs to be settled after the mid-1990s. This study sees that the
cause of this situation is that Kim Yeong-hyeon's literature has
been noted in terms of ‘the inside of a failed progressive

¢

intellectual’ and ‘the ethics of sincerity’. Instead, if Kim
Yeong-hyeon's novels are read through the lens of ‘the inside of
a victim of torture’, his literature will acquire a new significance

in relation to ‘the ethics of vulnerability’.
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In this article, the ‘vulnerability’ is a concept referred to in
Judith Butler's thoughts, and is primarily related to our ‘body’
that can be damaged and destroyed at any time. In that sense,
Kim Yeong-hyeon's experience of prison and torture, which has
not been adequately addressed in previous studies, corresponds
to a kind of original experience related to vulnerability, and this
left several traces throughout his literature. By following these
traces, 1 focused on Kim Yeong-hyeon's novels that directly or
indirectly mention experience of prison and torture in Chapter 2.
In 2.1., the subject of analysis was MInsecty, which vividly
describes the pain in prison. I tried to argue that this novel is a
fundamental text that summarizes Kim Yeong-hyeon's literary
world. By showing a ‘bare life’ that has fallen into the boundary
between ‘human’ and ‘non-human’, this novel demonstrates the
mechanism of the process of ‘unmaking’ and ‘making’. The
former is the process of physical pain being dismantled in prison
and the latter is achieved by rewriting this experience of pain
into text. This implies that Kim Yeong-heyon's fiction writing is
an ethical practice of continuing testimony between ‘the
unspeakable’ and ‘the speakable’ and a ceaseless practice of
restoring ‘making by overturning the process of ‘unmaking’.

In 2.2, | examined the novels as part of such practice, which
depict the types of victims of torture who still suffer after
coming out of prison. In particular, I paid attention to their
ambivalent attitude towards prison and tried to trace the cause
of their psychological state. Referring to the ‘Second War
Syndrome’, which was the starting point for the coined word
‘Military Dictatorship Syndrome’ proposed by Kim Yeong-hyeon,

such an attitude seems to have resulted from two losses
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experienced by those who came out of camps or prisons: the
loss of ideals and the death of others. Judging from this, the
ambivalent attitude shown by the victims of torture in Kim
Yeong-hyeon's novel is actually just another expression of pain.
In Chapter 3, I tried to show that the experience of suffering
provides a new ethical possibility to Kim Yeong-hyeon's novel. It
is the ethical possibility of ‘vulnerability’ in the sense of Butler.
First, in 3.1., [ examined his novels in which the attitude of
‘staying’ appeared. The characters of Kim Yeong-hyeon's novels
show the image of staying in the loss rather than trying to
resolve it. Also, this affect of longing serves as the source of
dynamism in pursuing utopia in his novels. In this way, the
attitude of imagining a new community through staying in the
sorrow of loss can be said to be the primary condition that
enables the ‘ethics of vulnerability’. Thus, the attitude of Kim
Yeong-hyeon, which repeatedly fictionalizes his experiences of
prison and torture, provides ethical possibilities for his literature.
In 3.2. and 3.3., I examined in detail how the ‘ethics of
vulnerability’ is working in Kim Yeong-hyeon's novels. In 3.2., I
pointed out that his novels, which drew the possibility of
resistance from beings that cannot be fully explained by the
single subject of ‘laborer’, expose the illusion of self-identity by
causing cracks in violent identity. It leads to cognition of
interdependence of human beings to realize the impossibility of
perfect self-identity, which is closely related to the ‘ethics of
vulnerability’. Lastly, in 3.3., [ tried to show that Kim
Yeong-hyeon is a writer who has a special interest in ‘death’,
and his novel deals with the problem of ‘mourning. In

particular, I examined the process of his novels starting from
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exposing the violence inherent in the ‘politics of martyrdom’ to
gradually moving toward the ‘politics of mourning’. The issue of
mourning is very important in practicing the ‘ethics of
vulnerability’. We can envision a non-violent community based
on vulnerability(interdependence) through the establishment of
equal mourning values.

In short, this study argues that Kim Yeong-hyeon's experience
of prison and torture allowed him to have a keen sense of
‘vulnerability’, which provided ethical possibilities for his
literature. This is the reason why his novels were able to go
beyond the typical narrative of the movement group. As such,
rereading Kim Yeong-hyeon's literature with the concept of
‘vulnerability’ has meaning in two ways. At first, by paying
attention to his identity as a ‘victim of torture’, it breaks away
from the frame of ‘the inside of a failed progressive intellectual’
that has been constantly reproduced since the controversy on
Kim Yeong-hyeon's novels was triggered. In addition, through
this, Kim Yeong-hyeon's literature can be settled in a position
that is free from the long-standing dichotomy of ‘liberalism vs.
nationalism’ and ‘1980s literature vs. 1990s literature’. Kim
Yeong-hyeon's literature did not ‘retreat’ from the public horizon
oriented toward moral imperatives to a closed inner space or
‘escape’ from an oppressive public horizon to a free inner space,
but rather moved from the inside to the public horizon. It was
made possible because of his sensitivity to the ‘vulnerability’ of

the inside of ‘victims of torture’.

Keywords : Kim Yeong-hyeon, Literature in the 1980s, Literature
in the 1990s, Interiority, Victims of Torture, Prison, The Ethics
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