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Abstract

Key words: April Third(4 - 3), Holomong, Politics of the body, Representation of

pain, Silence, Embodiment, Emotion, Public space, Commemoration

The Politics of the 4-3 Holomong Bodies:

‘Speaking’ and the Emotion as Embodied Language

Kim Eun - Shil*

The 4-3 Incident refers to one of the most tragic events in modern
Korean history in which approximately 30,000 residents of Jeju were killed
over a period of 6 years and 6 months from April 3, 1948. Although it
has been estimated that one ninth of the entire Jeju population was killed
in this incident, it has remained an unspoken topic. This article is based
on ethnographic research addressing how the April Third (4-3) Incident
is remembered, represented and understood by the holomongs (widowed
mothers) of Jeju Island, who after having witnessed countless deaths in the
incident and having lost their own husbands, brought up their children and
reconstructed their villages which were destroyed during the suppression
of the incident. The holomongs ascribe the incomprehensibly violent and
uncontrollable time and space of 4-3 to the political situation of the time.
Their way of dealing with the incident has been to push it outside of their
sphere of awareness in their lives. Since the 43 Incident, they have locked
up their memories and experiences within their bodies in order to survive

in a world where a person’s association with 4-3 signifies that the person

* Professor, Women's Studies, Ewha Womans University
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is a red (communist). In Korean society, which assigns a strong stigma
communism, the dominant view of 4-3 has been that it was a riot led by
communists, and the holomongs have refrained from talking about their
memories of their husbands” deaths out of fear that it might bring harm to
their sons. In this research, I regard the testimonies and oral accounts given
by the women who are both victims and survivors not just as descriptions
of certain events, but also as voices for themselves and their experiences.
I argue that the witnessing of brutal and horrifying events has turned these
women into tainted and abject beings who are unable to speak of their loss
and pain, not to mention the truth. I try to show that the way the narrative
of the 4-3 holomongs is told and represented makes it elusive to language —
centered interpretation, and that the key to figuring out the narrative may
lie in the cultural norms and social circumstances surrounding the women
and the politics of the body, since it is the body upon which their personal
experiences are inscribed. The body not only conveys meanings that are
subordinate to language, but also actively generates and/or reinforces
meanings in its encounters with different cultural practices and political
circumstances; hence, the body serves to carry and call out certain emotions.
Therefore, to understand the historical experiences of the women who have
suffered brutality, horror, and deep sorrow due to the 4-3 Incident and
furthermore to share and heal their pain within the state and the community,
it is crucial to pay attention to the ‘silence,” unspeakability,” and the ‘feelings
and emotions beyond words” of the victims, that evade the grasps of facts’
and ‘political truths:’ this can be approached by trying to empathize with

their bodily experiences.



