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By Boudewi jn  Walraven

Cho Dong-il, who belongs to the generation of students
which toppled the regime of Syngman Rhee in 1960,

has not only published studies of various aspects of Kore-
an literature and a comprehensive five-volume history of
the subject (of which this book is an abridgement), but in
his numerous books also has devoted a great deal of atten-
tion to comparative and theoretical issues. Originally a stu-
dent of French language and literature, from the outset
and with unrivalled energy he has attempted to develop a
perspective that could overcome the limitations of the
Eurocentric views that also dominated Korean academia.
Daniel Bouchez first went to Korea to teach philosophy to
Korean Catholic priests (in Latin!), but turned out to be
one of the most prominent European scholars of classical
Korean literature. Through his ground-breaking work on
the seventeenth-century author Kim Man-jung he became
one of the central figures in a fierce debate in Korea con-
cerning the language in which Kim wrote his novels.
Bouchez has not only translated and abridged the first four
volumes of Cho’s history (leaving the truly modern litera-
ture of the twentieth century for a future publication), but
also adapted the text for non-Korean readers, thus becom-
ing the co-author of this volume. The result is excellent.
Cho’s original work is so long that most readers will only
consult it piecemeal, whenever they need information on

a specific topic. The French version, too, may be used in
this way (it contains a 34-page index and a detailed table
of contents), but also is a pleasure to read from beginning
to end. In fact, it provides one of the most attractive and
most stimulating introductions to Korean cultural history
I know, not least because of the attention paid to intellec-
tual developments in general.

To avoid misunderstandings, it should be emphasized
that in this book ‘Korean literature’ does not only stand for
literature in the Korean language. Koreans have from very
early in their history made ample use of Chinese charac-
ters and the Chinese language to express themselves in
writing, and to write in Korean was difficult before the Kore-
an alphabet was invented in 1443. Cho Dong-il has firmly
broken with the tendency of some narrowly nationalistic
historians of Korean literature, after liberation from Japan-
ese colonialism in 1945, to focus exclusively on writings in
the vernacular. Consequently discussion of writings in Chi-
nese takes up at least as much space as that of literature in
Korean, and probably more. One of the most prominent
and most fascinating themes in the book is the situation of
bilingualism (diglossia) in which the Koreans (some of
whom continued to write in Chinese until the twentieth
century) found themselves during most of their history. The
relationship between the two languages was extremely com-
plex. One of the two languages had a certain affinity with a
specific gender and class (for example women and com-
moners were largely excluded from literature in Chinese),
but this was not exclusive. Frequently there was interaction.
Thus the vernacular lyrics called sijo often were translated
into Chinese, while some sijo were originally Koreanized
versions of lines of Chinese poetry. Many late Chosòn nov-
els exist in Korean and Chinese versions. A representative
case is Kuunmong (A Nine Cloud Dream) by Kim Man-jung
(1637–1692), widely regarded as the best specimen of its
kind. There has been disagreement about the language in
which it was originally written and the last word has not
been spoken, but it is not unlikely that it was first written
in Korean, then translated into Chinese, and subsequently
retranslated into Korean. Chinese was used for all kinds of
purposes and not, as one might be tempted to think, always
associated with conservatism and a lack of respect for
Korea’s own culture. In many cases Chinese served to
record native traditions and Korean self-esteem and it could
the vehicle for trenchant social criticism, as the cutting
irony of the short stories of Pak Chi-wòn (1737–1805) attests.

National identity and tradition
Two other prominent themes reflect basic concerns of

intellectuals of the generation to which Cho Dong-il belongs.
Using the Korean terminology these may be summarized as
minjok and minjung: the nation and (the masses of ) the

A Korean View of Korean Literature 
Due to political circumstances, Korean Studies has had a late start compared with the study of Japan and China and,
consequently, in many fields there still is a scarcity of authoritative standard works and handbooks in Western languages. For the
study of Korean literature the publication of Histoire de la literature coréenne is a milestone, similar to that of the Sourcebooks of
Korean Civilization for the study of Korean culture some years ago. It is the fruit of a collaborative effort by Cho Dong-il and
Daniel Bouchez, both scholars who, in their own way, have played an important role in their field. 
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people. In other words, much attention is paid to the rela-
tionship of literature with national identity, national con-
sciousness, and national destiny, and with the fate of the ordi-
nary people, those who were dominated and exploited. The
preoccupation with the nation, a natural consequence of
Korea’s confrontation with colonization and modernization,
does not, however, imply a mindless essentialism. National
consciousness is not assumed from the outset, but its emer-
gence is carefully traced. In a different context, writing about
the oral literature of Cheju Island, which he regards as that
of a minority people, Cho has demonstrated that he is not
blind to the dangers and limitations of the nationalistic per-
spective and has even issued a call to transcend it. The inter-
est in literature that directly, or more often indirectly, repre-
sents the views of the lower strata of society may be seen as
a reflection of the drive for democratization that has charac-
terized contemporary South-Korean history while one repres-
sive government after another assumed power.

The admiration Cho expresses for an author like Yi Kyubo
(1168–1241) is typical of his views and values. Although Yi
exclusively wrote in Chinese, he exhibited a clear con-
sciousness of Korean tradition, recording, for instance, an
orally transmitted story about the founder of the ancient
Korean state of Koguryò in a long narrative poem, The Lay
of King Tongmyòng. He also was of the opinion that a Kore-
an writer should write about Korean conditions, putting
this into practice himself by composing poems in which he
expressed indignation about the terrible plight of the peas-
ants, who were caught between the exactions of their own
government and the Mongol armies that invaded Korea in
the thirteenth century.

One of the most interesting parts of the book is the last
chapter, dealing with the years 1860–1919, which is seen
as the final transition to the age of modern literature. This
is a period which, so far, has been somewhat neglected in
the West, being neither truly ‘classical’ nor fully modern.
It is the period in which the Korean alphabet and the Kore-
an language finally gain the upper hand, although even then
Chinese remained one of the languages of Korean litera-
ture. Thus the patriot An Chung-gùn, who in 1909 killed
the Japanese Resident-General Itó Hirobumi, expressed his
nationalistic emotions in Chinese verse.

This adaptation of Cho Dong-il’s General History of Kore-
an Literature proves the added value of cooperation between
Korean and Western scholars. I look forward to a compan-
ion volume on modern Korean literature (and a similar
adaptation of the History in English for the non-francoph-
one world). <

- Cho, Dong-il, and Daniel Bouchez, Histoire de la literature coréenne,

des origines à 1919, Paris: Fayard, (2002), 

pp. 424, ISBN 2-213-61235-8
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A Virtuous Woman

protects her husband

against Japanese sol-

diers. Taken from the

1617 Tonghae shinsok

Samgang haengsilto

(Korean Examples of

the Display of Confu-

cian Virtues: New,

illustrated edition),

which for each entry

gives the text in Chi-

nese as well as Kore-

an, with a picture for

the illiterate. 

Fr
o

m
 t

h
e 

16
17

 T
on

gh
ae

 s
h

in
so

k 
S

am
ga

n
g 

h
ae

n
gs

il
to

(K
o

re
an

 E
xa

m
p

le
s 

o
f 

th
e 

D
is

p
la

y 
o

f 
C

o
n

fu
ci

an
 V

ir
tu

es
: 

N
ew

, 
il

lu
st

ra
te

d
 e

d
it

io
n

)

Southeast Asian states are strength-
ened, not weakened, by rapid capital-
ist development. As both Ien Ang and
Yao Souchou argue, this entanglement
with the West also generates attempts
by Southeast Asian governments to
seal off their societies from what they
see as evil influences of Western
media and Western consumer culture.
Unavoidably, the embrace of Western
industrial modernity brings about con-
flicts of control, as is forcefully illus-
trated by the state of Singapore. The
chapters by Ray Langenbach and Lee
Weng Choy show that Singapore has
created a ‘McNation’, unable to deal
with the ambivalences and contradic-
tions of modernity. 

In an increasing pace of global
exchanges, the engagement with the

Western ‘other’ is rather prominent
in political discourses in Southeast
Asia, generating partly converging
and partly conflicting processes of
identification. Anti-Western dis-
courses in contemporary Southeast
Asian societies focus on cultural
purity and pollution in an attempt to
renegotiate national identity in a
globalizing world. What emerges is
an Occidentalist paradigm that
reverses the Orientalist idiom. In this
context, the nationalist identification
of Vietnamese diaspora communities
in the United States (Ashley Car-
ruthers) and the commodification of
Thai culture (Kasian Tejapira) repre-
sent challenging domains for
research as the second section in this
volume illustrates.

By Heid i  Dahles

This book examines the relation-
ship between discursive prac-

tices, modernity, and state power in
Southeast Asia. Moving away from
political economy, the authors – rep-
resenting diverse academic disci-
plines such as cultural studies,
anthropology, political science, soci-
ology, art criticism, and literary stud-
ies – analyse state narratives in the
public media from a postmodern

and post-structuralist perspective.
The eloquence and obtrusiveness
with which Southeast Asian states
plead their cause is the common con-
cern of the authors. ‘If cultural mean-
ing is, in the final analysis, political
meaning, then struggle in the field of
text becomes highly significant’,
argues the editor (p.4).

The contributions are arranged into
four sections, which may be labelled
as follows: (1) the power of the nation
state in a globalizing world; (2) nego-

tiating national identity; (3) dealing
with heterogeneity; and (4) coming to
terms with popular culture.

The omnipresence of the state in
Southeast Asia and its permeation of
the social, economic, and cultural life
in the region raise the question of how
the state comes to terms with process-
es of globalization. As the contribu-
tions to the first section show, a com-
plex ideological framework and
effective enforcement supports and
ensures the state’s continuance.

House of Glass: Culture, Modernity, and the State in Southeast Asia
House of Glass evokes the condition of the prison: the policing and surveillance of inmates,
and visibility and transparency versus hidden power struggles, secrets and whispers. Where
Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s House of Glass, written in prison, was an act of resistance against
the colonial state of the Dutch East Indies, the contributors to this volume wish to reveal
what is hidden behind the discursive practices and representational realms of the
contemporary state in different Southeast Asian countries.

Review >
Southeast Asia


