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<Abstract>

The Vulgarized Society and the
Reconfiguration of Gender:

Focusing on Hymn to Life and You, Me, and Our
Youth

Yoo, Sung-Hwan’

This article reexamines the development of Choi Jeong—hee’s novels
in the late 1950s by focusing on two of her novels —Hymn to Life and
You, Me, and Our Youth —which have received little critical
attention to date. By analyzing Choi’s narrative responses to the
rapidly changing gender order in late-1950s Korean society, this study
seeks to shed new light on the trajectory of her fiction from this
period. On the surface, these two works appear to conform to the
conservative views of womanhood embedded in dominant female
discourses of the time. However they in fact reveal Choi's acute
awareness of the potential reconfiguration of gender orders brought
about by social transformation in 1950s Korea. The novels depict how
nationalist male subjects, undergoing a process of de-ideologization,
become absorbed into a vulgarized Cold War capitalism. At the same
time, although the narratives outwardly accept the dominant
discourses that urged a return to traditional femininity, they
paradoxically expose the predicament of women who cannot find a

place for themselves within relationships structured by such snobbed
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male subjectivity. In doing so, the works lay bare the contradictions,
repressive mechanisms, and ultimate impossibility of the gender order
strategies employed by male-elite - centered dominant discourses on
women. In this respect, the two novels exemplify the distinctive
qualities of Choi Jeong-hee’s fiction, showcasing her intricate and
multilayered narrative strategies. Furthermore, they hold significance
as a bridge to Human History, Choi's most important work after
liberation, particularly in the way they unreservedly dismantle the
ideology and authority of nationalist male subjects.

Key Words: Choi Jeong-hee, Hymn to Life, You, Me, and Our Yout
h, gender order, dominant female discourses, nationalist
male subject, de-1deologization, the predicament of femin

ity
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