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Park, Geum Hee. “Wartime Sexual Violence, Traumatic Memory and Narrative in Nora Okja Keller’s 

Comfort Woman and Chang-rae Lee’s A Gesture Life.” Studies in English Language & Literature 47.4 

(2021): 43-70. On the basis of the tragedies of Nora Okja Keller’s heroine Soon Hyo Kim and Chang-rae 

Lee’s hero Franklin Hata, this article aims to examine the psychological impact of wartime sexual 

violence by Japanese imperialists on witnesses as well as sex slaves from the perspective of 

post-Freudians, who have complemented Freudian theories with modern approaches. To this end, this 

paper compares the cases of Soon Hyo as a twelve-year-old sex-worker and Hata as a Korean Japanese 

medic who witnessed his lover Kkutaeh’s gang-rape and brutal slaughter, with those of the traumatized 

patients treated by Bessel van der Kolk, who has applied and modified key Freudian concepts in clinical 

practice. In fact, both Keller’s Comfort Woman and Lee’s A Gesture Life substantially depict a wide range 

of the symptoms of PTSD (Post-traumatic Stress Disorder) that Soon Hyo and Hata display. The 

symptoms are compared to those of van der Kolk’s patient, Julian, a victim of sexual violence in 

childhood, and Vietnam War veterans, and they include flashbacks, nightmarish day dreams, nightmares, 

possessions, hallucinations, etc. The symptoms are because the overwhelming, violent events about 

wartime sexual violence in Japanese military brothels returning as memories to the victims’ brain are 

repeatedly enacted and reenacted, whenever being triggered by precipitating factors. In the sense that the 

protagonists’ lives resonate to wartime sexual violent victims, Comfort Woman and A Gesture Life can be 

exemplary literary texts of the talking cure, which has been recommended since the Freud era as a 

therapy of trauma. (Chosun University)
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I. Victims of Wartime Sexual Violence

Novels often portray protagonists who experiences sorrow or pain but overcome 

and acquire widened selves in the end. Such endings may be wishful thinking to 

some trauma novels. These examples are Nora Okja Keller’s Comfort Woman (1998) 

and Chang-rae Lee’s A Gesture Life (1999), whose common theme is the 

protagonists’ psychological trauma. Whether the hero or heroine is a victim or a 

witness, or even a perpetrator, his or her trauma primarily originates in wartime 

sexual violence inflicted on Korean sex slaves by Japanese imperialists. Specially, 

Comfort Woman and A Gesture Life are novels that examine, respectively, brutal 

wartime sexual violence in Japanese military camps at the end of World War II 

through the traumatic lives of the heroine Soon Hyo Kim as a victim, and the hero 

Franklin Hata as a witness or perpetrator. Soon Hyo worked as a sex slave from the 

age of twelve to fourteen and has been troubled with guilt because she could not 

give a proper burial to her predecessor and another Korean sex slave, Induk, who 

was killed “skewered from her vagina to her mouth” (20-21) and discarded on the 

road. Hata witnessed scenes of Japanese soldiers’ sexual abuse to sex slaves while 

serving them as a medic of Korean descent in a military camp and has suffered 

from guilt for the rest of his life because though he fell in love with a sex slave 

named Kkutaeh, whom Captain Ono had kept her separate from the others, he did 

not prevent her from being gang-raped and brutally murdered by Japanese soldiers. 

The two novels describe protagonists whose inner worlds are filled with the 

traumatic memories of the wartime sexual violence too shocking to be erased. 

Comfort Woman and A Gesture Life both have endings in which the protagonists 

collapse under the weight of their traumatic memories rather than finding 

self-expansion or connectedness through overcoming their trauma. In fact, although 

they have somewhat managed to hold themselves together, Soon Hyo as the mother 

of a daughter and Hata a stepfather, they are reinvented as completely different 

selves as the result of a trigger, the Freudian term for a precipitating factor that 
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reminds them of a horrible and stigmatic scene that has gripped their inner lives, 

nestled deep inside as an irreparable psychological wound. Keller’s heroine Soon 

Hyo’s inner conflict reaches its extreme when the sexual desire she naturally feels is 

interrupted by the incessant retrieval of memories of gang-rape by the Japanese 

soldiers whenever she has sex with her missionary husband Richard Bradley: “I 

howled, and still in his eyes I saw the lust, dark and heavy and animal, that I’d 

seen in the eyes of men at the camps. But now I also saw the fear” (146). She 

realizes her desperate efforts to hide this feeling prove fruitless, so she discloses that 

she was a sex slave by eventually speaking out: “I speak of laying down for a 

hundred men―and each one of them Saja, Death’s Demon Soldier―over and over, 

until I died” (195). Analogously, Lee’s hero Hata has to finish his masked life1 as 

“good Doc Hata” (1) in Bedley Run in order to forget the painful love with 

Kkutaeh and to shake off his guilt over failing to save her from brutal Japanese 

soldiers. Obviously, Hata’s trauma is closely related to the sex slavery of Korean 

girls in that this self-unmasking happens when Hata witnesses his Korean African 

American adoptee Sunny’s promiscuous sexual behavior with drug abusers.2 As 

Hamilton Carroll points out, “Hata’s failure to shore up and reinvent his own 

identity adumbrates his inability to escape from the traumatic history of his past” 

(600). So does Soon Hyo’s failure to form a normal family as she had hoped, 

although she was forced to work as a stigmatized sex slave during the war. As Lee 

said in an interview with Young-Oak Lee, if A Gesture Life is a story “about a man 

whose entire life had been changed by it [the traumatic event with Kkutaeh]” (221), 

  1 Hiding the past as Hata does is a common behavior of people who have a shameful or painful past. 

So, if Hata’s irresponsibility is immoderately emphasized in this self-masking, it would not be easy to 

weigh the cause and effect of his traumatic memory and subsequent life. See Park Geum Hee’s 

“War-trauma and the Failure of Franklin Hata’s Self-masking in A Gesture Life” about Hata’s self-masking.

  2 Though the denouements can contain presumptive perceptive extensions, Comfort Woman and A 

Gesture Life, which end with catastrophes, seem to be different from the trauma novel Michelle Balaev 

defines: “A defining feature of the trauma novel is the transformation of the self-ignited by an external, 

often terrifying experience, which illuminates the process of coming to terms with the dynamics of 

memory that inform the new perceptions of the self and world” (“Trends” 150).
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Comfort Woman is about a woman whose entire life had been changed by her sex 

slavery under Japanese imperialists. 

From their meetings with Korean sex slaves, both Keller and Lee deeply 

recognized the serious psychological effects that wartime sexual violence in Japanese 

military brothels has had on the victims. In an interview with Honolulu Star-Bulletin

(1997), Keller says that she thought that “someone should write about it,” when she 

heard about the extraordinary life of Keum Ja Hwang, who had been a sex slave, in 

a symposium at the university of Hawaii in 1993. Meanwhile, Jae-uk Lee, a staff 

reporter of The Hankyore, confirmed the extraordinariness Keller mentioned above 

by writing that “the trauma of Hwang’s past revealed itself in visual and auditory 

hallucinations” in her obituary article on January 27, 2014. Here, he also reported 

that Ms. Hwang had long suffered from severe nightmares and hallucinations to the 

extent that she mistook boy students in black uniforms for “the Japanese police” 

(The Hankyore; 2014). Similarly, in a preface to the Korean version of A Gesture 

Life, Lee says that he thought he must write about Korean sex slaves after 

interviewing them in Seoul in the summer of 1994. Here, he also mentions he 

abandoned his previous novel written in the first person near the end of it, and 

completed A Gesture Life, converting it into the story of a medic, Hata (6, 7). Lee 

confides that he rewrote it while questioning himself who Hata was, how he came 

to reach this point, and how he belonged in his current position (8). This comment 

of Lee’s suggests that A Gesture Life is not focused on describing Hata’s present 

life as a model minority and decent old gentleman, but on exploring his painful past 

events which make him persist in a flawless or exemplary life because he didn’t 

want his past traumas not to be the talk of the town. 

In the case of explaining Hata’s story with concepts such as his “passing” from 

Korean to Japanese to American or “abjection of K [Kkutaeh] and Sunny” (Carroll 

594),3 his psychological problems can remain remains unelucidated. In other words, 

  3 Also, Carroll argues as follows: “A Gesture Life charts Hata’s attempts to constitute his own identity 

through the abjection of Kkutaeh and Sunny. While Doc Hata attempts to write himself into being, to 
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only with such concepts, it would be impossible to explain the correlation between 

imperialist wartime sexual violence, which Hata witnessed as a youth at the age of 

twenty, and his subsequent life and mentality devastated by it, as we can guess from 

his post-war life suffering from flashbacks, nightmares, daydreams, and 

hallucinations despite running away to the United States.

Last night she [Kkutaeh] lightly pattered up and down the hallway in her bare feet, 

pausing outside my bedroom door. I knew it was she. I sat up and told her to come 

in and she stepped to the foot of my lone twin bed. Though she sat down I couldn’t 

feel any press of her weight, and once again, for a moment, I was almost sure she 

was a spectral body or ghost. (286)

Likewise, the trauma symptoms Soon Hyo suffers from are much more diverse, as 

she is very often possessed by Induk and haunted by ghosts until she becomes a 

shaman. She confirms that she has been possessed by Induk, by saying as follows: 

“I lie straining against my skin, feeling its heaviness covering me like a blanket 

thick as sleep. I wait, paralyzed, for the popping of my blood that signals Induk is 

near, also waiting, wanting me” (143). As such, Soon Hyo’s case surely cannot be 

fully explained only with its contextuality represented by shamanism or feminism.4

trump his own status as a marginal US subject by abjecting K and Sunny, this writing fails as Hata’s 

narrative becomes a palimpsest and their stories are written over, across, and through Hata’s narrative of 

assimilation and citizenship” (600-601). As Seonju Lee points out, Hata never explicitly demeaned 

Kkutaeh. He just didn’t help her. The fact that there is love and interest in adoptive daughters is certainly 

hard to see (236). Joan C. H. Chang says that “Hata’s life is cemented with one gesture after another. 

Gesture as a metaphor is an index in Hata’s opinion of his acceptance or denial by society. . . . an 

expression of sympathy but not empathy when seeing people in physical or spiritual suffering” (143). This 

comment is an expression anyone makes when he or she does not have empathy with sex slaves. 

  4 Sung Hee Yook argues that Soon Hyo “loses all connection to her original self, family, and nation,” 

so she becomes a shaman (135). However, to Soon Hyo, a thing more painful than being isolated from 

something precious is her married life, a situation where she has no choice but to remember what she 

never wants to remember, sex slavery in the Japanese military brothel. That is, she finally hides herself 

in shamanism because she cannot escape such a situation as long as she remains married. Also, since 

trauma from wartime sexual violence like sex slavery did not only affect women, as seen in the case of 

Hata, it has to be discussed beyond genderedness So-Hee Lee argues (136). 
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Explaining the psychological problems that emerge from these two main 

characters is a difficult task for literary critics as well as psychoanalysts. First of all, 

the question is whether Soon Hyo and Hata could be grouped in the category of 

wartime sexual violence victims, though it is clear that one is obviously a victim but 

the other could be a perpetrator, in the senses that he served as a Japanese military 

medic. The following comment by Ruth Leys provides evidence of classification of 

the two characters in a group of victims, complimenting the research and treatment 

of Bessel van der Kolk’s (1943~)5 research and treatment with Vietnam War 

veterans’ post-traumatic stress: 

When applied to the Vietnam veteran, the [mechanical-causal] model implies that all 

participants in that war―whether victims of combat who now suffer from repetitive 

nightmares or perpetrators of atrocities who now feel guilty about what they once did 

(the two groups of course are not mutually exclusive)―are alike casualties of an 

external trauma that causes objective changes in the brain in ways that tend to 

eliminate the issue of moral meaning and ethical assessment. (7)

In short, in the words of Leys, Soon Hyo and Hata can both be “all casualties of 

an external trauma.” So, it can be said that Soon Hyo’s “repetitive nightmares” 

originate in wartime sexual violence. And because he could not save Kkutaeh in a 

difficult war situation, Hata has felt a serious sense of guilt, so it is logical that his 

trauma also etiologically arises from the same cause. As a consequence, in order to 

suppress the memories of trauma that keep returning, Soon Hyo looks to shamanism, 

whereas Hata makes his desperate effort to live as a model minority. 

Leys’ comment based on the van der Kolkian neurobiological and medical 

approach to trauma is also very important because it offers a clue that allows us to 

  5 Bessel van der Kolk, a Dutch American psychiatrist based on Boston, USA, is one of the world’s 

leading experts on post-traumatic stress, especially how trauma affects the brain, body, and neurotic 

system. His research, which has pioneered approaches for trauma treatment that focus on the nervous 

systems, casts a new light on the trauma arguments in the literary areas where trauma’s contextual and 

cathartic aspects have mainly been discussed. 
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bind Soon Hyo and Hata as victims and further look into the homogeneous aspects 

of their traumas. First, Soon Hyo was still in childhood and Hata was at the age of 

twenty during the war. As a Korean or a Korean immigrant, Soon Hyo, who 

witnessed Induk’s brutally killed body, and Hata heard that high-born Japanese 

Corporal Endo was atrociously murdered for helping Kkutaeh’s elder sister kill 

herself. So, they both knew what kind of end they would meet if they betrayed their 

Japanese rulers. Most important of all is that Soon Hyo’s and Hata’s cases have a 

crucial commonality at the etiological level. That is, their traumas result from sexual 

violence during the war. How different trauma by rape is from that by other causes 

is illuminated through the case introduced by van der Kolk’s The Body Keeps the 

Score (2015), in which a woman who experienced a lengthy rape by her grandfather 

now cannot stop eating even while sleepwalking. According to van der Kolk, “the 

impact of trauma pervaded these patients’ adult lives,” quoting internist Vincent 

Felitti’s statement that “traumatic experiences are often lost in time and concealed 

by shame, secrecy, and social taboo” (145-46). 

Moreover, as usual by the end of the war, the Japanese soldiers described by Soon 

Hyo and Hata began to lose discipline, and the exercise of self-righteous authority 

was more frequent. This is well illustrated in the scene where Colonel Ishii shot one 

of his sentries after Kkutaeh’s sister rejected sex work with him (174). In his 

discussion on the church and the army as “two artificial groups,” Freud says as 

follows: “A panic arises if a group of that kind [the army] becomes disintegrated . 

. . The mutual ties have ceased to exist, and a gigantic and senseless fear is set free” 

(28). If so, it is possible to infer that Soon Hyo as well as Hata would have always 

been in a state of fear arising from both being in a wartime environment and exposed 

to the threatening behavior of the military members. Reenacting the war situation 

terrorizing the military members through this scene, Chang-rae seems to rationalize 

young Hata’s decisions as inevitable. Not improving their socio-cultural, political 

circumstances they would live in even after the war, both Hata and Soon Hyo could 

not speak of their experiences, let alone get appropriate treatment. Considering these 
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points, first, it is necessary for us to discuss how wartime sexual violence victims’ 

symptoms of PTSD (Post-traumatic Stress Disorders) are embodied in Comfort 

Woman and A Gesture Life, and second, to explore the novels’ textual availability as 

the “talking cure,” a tool for trauma treatment from the post-Freudian viewpoint. 

II. Post-Freudian Interpretation of Soon Hyo’s and Hata’s Cases 

To this end, post-Freudians’ multiple attempts and the results, including the 

cooperative works with medicine and neurobiology, etc., need to be examined in order 

to primarily identify what kinds of symptoms of PTSD Soon Hyo and Hata have 

suffered from in Comfort Woman and A Gesture Life. Importantly, the novels do not 

end up embodying the processes of Freudian cathartic abreaction or novelistic 

self-widening but instead abruptly disintegrate everything the characters have tried to 

somehow maintain by a trigger reminding them of their painful pasts. That is, Soon 

Hyo and Hata are portrayed as characters who lose control for a moment, 

reexperiencing the events or conditions that traumatized them in the past. After that, 

they searched for another self-hiding place. Though they have shown common traits 

of trauma victims, they have not received any understanding or helpful treatment. 

They moved to the United States looking for a place to hide from their pasts. Soon 

Hyo hides herself half-way to the United States at first and after a mental breakdown 

in which she admits she was a sex slave, turns to shamanism more than ever, while 

after Hata witnesses Sunny’s group sex with drug abusers, he is forced into exile from 

Bedley Run, which has been his refuge for a long time, and enters another diaspora.

Based on these story developments, in that the characters’ breakdowns are 

closely related to whether others know their pasts or not, their unexpected 

collapses suggest that both Soon Hyo and Hata cannot be the protagonists who are 

growing up or awakening as a result of trauma in the tradition of a 

Bildungsroman. Their lives do not correspond to “the Freudian concept of trauma 
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and memory” emphasizing “the necessity to recreate or abreact through narrative 

recall of the experience” (“Trends” 150). 

If so, how realistically can trauma survivors’ tortured experiences be represented 

through literature? In Worlds of Hurt: Reading the Literature of Trauma (1996), the 

following argument Kali Tal makes provides an important clue in understanding the 

relationship among an individual, a traumatic event, and its linguistic representation, 

and furthermore in weighing to the extent to which a victim’s traumatic experience 

can be reproduced through the literature:

An individual is traumatized by a life-threatening event that displaces his or her 

preconceived notions about the world. Trauma is enacted in a liminal state, outside of 

the bounds of “normal” human experience, and the subject is radically undergrounded. 

Accurate representation of trauma can never be achieved without recreating the event 

since, by its very definition, trauma lies beyond the bounds of “normal” conception. 

Textual representations―literary, visual, oral―are mediated by language and do not 

have the impact of the traumatic experience. (15)

Tal concludes that “literature of trauma holds at its center the reconstruction and 

recuperation of the traumatic experience, but it is also actively engaged in an 

ongoing dialogue with the writings and representations of nontraumatic authors” 

(17). To sum these comments up, the traumatized would not seek to find how to 

express distress they feel whenever trauma is reenacted due to its own 

characteristics, as well represented by Cathy Caruth’s trauma definition: “In its most 

general definition, trauma describes an overwhelming experience of sudden or 

catastrophic events in which the response to the event occurs in the often delayed, 

uncontrolled repetitive appearance of hallucinations and other intrusive phenomena” 

(Unclaimed 11).6 In a situation in which the traumatic memory repeatedly appears 

  6 Balaev extends the scope of the causes of trauma covered in literature by saying that “the external 

event that elicits an extreme response from the protagonist is not necessarily bound to a collective human 

or natural disaster such as war or tsunamis” (“Trends 150). 
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whenever and wherever there is a particular stimulation, the patients could not 

properly deal with such a situation. So, they would not want to recollect and speak 

about their painful experiences, whether because of shame or guilt. Tal sees through 

the characteristic of trauma and the traumatized, and argues that someone, a 

“nontraumatic author,” should recreate or reproduce their memories. If the interviews 

with traumatized patients are documented, they would become the literatures of 

trauma Tal mentions. 

This argument of Tal’s is important because Comfort Woman and A Gesture Life 

are based on the novelists’ interviews with Korean sex slaves and accounts of 

witnesses. So, it can be said that these novels were recreated by “nontraumatic 

authors,” and the victims’ traumatic memories were narrativized by them. Certainly, 

the two novels contain many key aspects of the traumatic memories about the 

experiences of Korean sex slaves and a medic who treated them and tended to their 

hygiene for Japanese soldiers in Japanese military brothels. Obviously, in their 

novels, Nora Oakja Keller and Chang-rae Lee express some characteristics unique to 

trauma survivors, embodied through Soon Hyo and Hata. The two novels displaying 

the behavioral traits of trauma survivors are very important literary texts in the sense 

that they may allow us to understand other traumatized patients who have faced 

similar situations. Especially, looking into the behavioral traits that victims of war 

and sexual violence exhibit could provide us with a significant opportunity to deeply 

understand the etiological and behavioral aspects of the victims. 

Of course, there can be differences in what Soon Hyo, as a forced sex worker, 

and Hata, as a medic treating them, remembered of the sex slavery and many 

atrocities of the imperialist Japanese military during the Pacific War. However, here, 

both Keller and Lee treat with their severely traumatized protagonists as the victims 

of the war in childhood and youth. In fact, they literarily show the memory 

properties of the traumatized. Soon Hyo and Hata seem to show the behavioral 

characteristics of those who have traumatic memory. 

How does traumatic memory differ from ordinary memory? In The Body Keeps 
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the Score, Bessel van der Kolk interprets the differences as follows:

Under ordinary conditions these two memory systems―rational and emotional―

collaborate to produce an integrated response. But high arousal not only changes the 

balance between them but also disconnects other brain areas necessary for the proper 

storage and integration of incoming information, such as the hippocampus and the 

thalamus. As a result, the imprints of traumatic experiences are organized not as 

coherent logical narratives but in fragmented sensory and emotional traces: images, 

sounds, and physical sensations. (178) 

As well illustrated in this excerpt, neuropsychologically, in an individual who was 

exposed to “an overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events,” in 

Caruth’s words, the proper connection to “other brain areas” necessary to store 

newly “incoming information” does not happen; “the imprints of traumatic 

experiences” remain fragmented in the victim’s brain as “images, sounds, and 

physical sensations” without integrating with other contents. As implied in Tal’s 

argument that “trauma is enacted in a liminal state, outside of the bounds of 

‘normal’ human experience,” traumatic experiences are dispersedly stored somewhere 

in the brain, and they are repeatedly enacted and reenacted every time the 

traumatized face something reminiscent of the painful experiences.

Van der Kolk argues that the “talking cure” is essential in order for the traumatic 

imprints to be “organized as coherent logical narratives.” This is what his 

predecessors Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-93), Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), and Pierre 

Janet (1859-1947) argued. Reminding us of the multiple efforts they made to gain a 

deeper understanding of trauma prior to the talking cure, van der Kolk compares 

traumatic memory with ordinary memory, where with neuro-psychological methods 

he rediscovers the traits of traumatic memory which Janet already identified through 

his interviews with traumatized patients. In the eleventh chapter of The Body Keeps 

the Score, van der Kolk categorizes them, quoting Janet’s theory as follows: First, 

“traumatic memories are precipitated by specific triggers.” Also, “when one element 
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of a traumatic experience is triggered, other elements are likely to automatically 

follow.” Second, “traumatic memory is not condensed,” while “ordinary memory is 

adaptive,” so the story within the ordinary memory “can be modified to fit the 

circumstances.” Third, “when patients dissociate their traumatic experience[s], they 

become ‘attached to an insurmountable obstacle’: [U]nable to integrate their 

traumatic memories, they seem to lose their capacity to assimilate new experiences 

as well.” That is, if patients become dissociated with traumatic memory, they cannot 

easily change it into ordinary memory. Quoting Janet, van der Kolk emphasizes that 

“dissociation prevents the trauma from becoming integrated within the 

conglomerated, ever-shifting store of autobiographical memory, in essence creating a 

dual memory system” (182).

Using the example of his own patient, a military policeman named Julian (false 

name for privacy), who, as a child, suffered from sexual violence committed by his 

parish priest, Paul Shanley, van der Kolk verifies the traits of trauma stated above. 

His girlfriend, Rachel commented: “Did he ever do anything to you?” after reading 

an article saying Shanley “was under suspicion for molesting children” in the Boston 

Globe on February 11, 2001. Julian, who had remembered the priest only as a good 

helper after his parents were divorced, started to get confused (The Body 174). After 

“suddenly seeing Shanley silhouetted in a doorframe, his hands stretched out at 

forty-five degrees, staring at Julian as he urinated, van der Kolk introduces the 

symptoms of Julian’s PTSD precipitated while talking on the phone with Rachel as 

follows: 

That night he sat on the corner of his bed, hunched over, thinking he was losing his 

mind and terrified that he would be locked up. Over the subsequent week images kept 

flooding into his mind, and he was afraid of breaking down completely. He thought 

about taking a knife and plunging it into his leg just to stop the mental pictures. Then 

the panic attacks started to be accompanied by seizures, which he called “epileptic 

fits.” He scratched his body until he bled. He constantly felt hot, sweaty, agitated. 

Between panic attacks he “felt like a zombie”; he was observing himself from a 
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distance, as if what he was experiencing were actually happening to somebody else. 

(The Body 174) 

This excerpt shows that Julian’s case enacts almost the same characteristics van der 

Kolk introduced previously. Importantly, the case catches our eyes because it can be 

compared with Soon Hyo’s situation in Comfort Woman, where she has to endure 

extreme pain long after the initial trauma, and Hata’s in A Gesture Life, where he 

has hidden himself as a model minority7 in the United States. Both characters suffer 

from flashbacks, hallucinations, possessions, and nightmares, and so on. Like 

Julian’s, the two cases share the fact that “the sensations, thoughts, and emotions of 

the trauma were stored separately as frozen, barely comprehensible fragments.” As 

van der Kolk states, “if the problem with PTSD is dissociation, the goal of 

treatment would be association: integrating the cut-off elements of the trauma into 

the ongoing narrative of life, so that the brain can recognize that ‘that was then, and 

this is now’” (The Body 183).

When people are “exposed to a horrendous event ‘that involved actual or 

threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of self or 

others,’” “their minds may become incapable of matching their frightening 

experiences with existing cognitive schemes and the memories are split off 

(dissociated) from consciousness and from voluntary control” (The Body 158-59: 

Traumatic Stress 52). Another characteristic of these traumatized patients likely 

“react to reminders of the trauma with responses that were relevant to the original 

threat” (Traumatic Stress 52). On the basis of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 

of Mental Disorders III (1980; DSM-III), van der Kolk briefly introduces the 

  7 Lisa Lowe argues that “rather than expressing a ‘failed’ integration of Asians into the American 

cultural sphere, this distance [between Asian Americans as model minorities and Americans] preserves 

Asian American culture as an alternative site where the palimpsest of lost memories is reinvented, 

histories are fractured and retraced, and the unlike varieties of silence emerge into articulacy,” just as the 

cases of Soon Hyo and Hata reconstruct another modern history, pointing out that an Asian American “is 

always seen as an immigrant, as the ‘foreigner-within,’” although legal discrimination against them was 

abolished (5, 6). 
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symptoms of PTSD, reactions of traumatized patients whenever triggered by the 

reminders: “‘intense fear, helplessness, or horror,’ which results in a variety of 

manifestations: intrusive reexperiencing of the event (flashbacks, bad dreams, feeling 

as if the event were occurring), persistent and crippling avoidance (of people, places, 

thoughts, or feelings associated with the trauma, sometimes with amnesia for 

important parts of it), and increased arousal (insomnia, hypervigilance, or 

irritability)” (The Body 159). 

As Freud discovered through interviews with World War I veterans, “dreams 

occurring in traumatic neuroses have the characteristic of repeatedly bringing the 

patient back into the situation of his accident, a situation from which he wakes up 

in another fright” (Pleasure Principle 13). Lately, this argument has been modified 

by post-Freudians who try to complement Freud’s theories through neurobiological 

approaches to Vietnam War veterans. For example, Melvin R. Lansky argues that 

“such dreams contain defensive, screening, and other features that make them, if not 

identical to other kinds of dreams, at least subject to similar mechanisms of 

distortion, symbolic substitution, and displacement” (Lansky & Bley 1995: Leys 241 

recitation). If so, we can say that whether dream distortions happen in traumatized 

patients’ nightmares or not is of little importance.

Along with such dreams, post-Freudians have focused on intrusive flashbacks that 

the traumatized often experience as one of main symptoms of PTSD. Saying that “in 

recent years the term flashback has come to be used to describe the daytime 

reexperiences or reenactments of the traumatic event, reexperiences that are held to 

be a characteristic symptom of PTSD, Leys elaborates about flashback as follows: 

The flashback takes the form of recurrent, intrusive images or sensations associated 

with the traumatic event, or of a sudden feeling that the traumatic event is literally 

happening all over again. The victim feels as if he has returned to the perceptual 

reality of the traumatic situation, and it has become orthodox to interpret such 

flashback experiences as the literal return of dissociated memories of the event. The 

term flashback implies the cinematic possibility of literally reproducing or cutting back 
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to a scene from the past and hence expresses the idea that the trauma victim’s 

experiences are exact “returns” or “replays” of the traumatic incident. (241) 

This comment from Leys is important in that it allows us to closely understand the 

scenes of flashback common in the cases of Soon Hyo and Hata, in which what 

happened in the Japanese military brothels is vividly reenacted, causing the 

characters to suffer from all kinds of symptoms of PTSD, as van der Kolk mentions 

above, triggered by reminders recalling their wartime memories.

In fact, the treatment of trauma has depended on the “talking cure.” Van der 

Kolk emphasizes that the talking cure is valid in treating with trauma, saying that 

“even though psychoanalysis is today in eclipse, the ‘talking cure’ has lived on, and 

psychologists have generally assumed that telling the trauma story in great detail 

will help people to leave it behind” (The Body 183). Also, he clarifies that the 

talking cure he generally uses with his patients dates back to that of Freud and his 

Viennese mentor, Josef Breuer in an 1893 paper on the cause of hysteria, a 

condition in which patients “suffer mainly from reminiscences.” Noted here is that 

Freud and Breuer shared with the following talking cure experiences treating with 

combat neurotics after World War I: “[W]e found, to our great surprise, at first, that 

each individual hysterical symptom immediately and permanently disappeared when 

we had succeeded in bringing clearly to light the memory of the event by which it 

was provoked and in arousing its accompanying affect, and when the patient had 

described that event in the greatest possible detail and had put the affect into words” 

(Freud &Breuer 1893: The Body 184 recitation). 

Hence, at least in regards to the talking cure, it can be said that patients 

continuously recreate or reproduces their stories and counselors narrativize their 

experiences with them. Borrowing Tal’s expression, traumatized patients are 

“actively engaged in an ongoing dialogue with the writings and representations of 

nontraumatic authors.” Also, a counseling record collaborated with a patient is a 

“literature of trauma,” which “holds at its center the reconstruction and recuperation 
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of the traumatic experience.” If so, the first thing we need to talk about is whether 

we could regard Comfort Woman and A Gesture Life as literatures of trauma. Of 

course, it is obvious that both are works of fiction. Nevertheless, the novels could 

primarily be literatures of trauma in the sense that the texts recreate or reconstruct 

patients’ painful experiences on the basis of Korean sex slaves’ vivid testimonies. 

Also, the texts as reading materials for the talking cure could be accepted in that 

they would help patients to convert traumatic memory into ordinary memory, 

“narrative memory” in Pierre Janet’s term that van der Kolk interprets as “the stories 

people tell about trauma” (The Body 181). 

III. Soon Hyo and Hata as Wartime Sexual Violent Victims

In order to examine the availability of Comfort Woman and A Gesture Life in 

connection to the talking cure, we need to identify how realistically the characters 

are portrayed as traumatized patients, that is, how well they represent the patients’ 

pain in the texts. In this sense, it is a big challenge to examine “trauma” not at the 

psychological level, but at the narratological or thematic level, as observed in 

Hamilton Carroll’s argument about Chang-rae Lee’s hero Franklin Hata, as follows: 

“In A Gesture Life, trauma functions as an alternative form of memory and history. 

Understood as a disruption of nationally oriented referential history, the traumatic 

narrative orchestrates the production of a historiography that exposes the workings of 

gender and race that cut between and across the novel’s doubled national locations” 

(595). What concerns us is that her comment enables us to not focus on personal 

problems of traumatize patients, by directing attention instead to peripheral issues 

surrounding them. 

Accordingly, this chapter will focus on identifying the traumatic symptoms Hata 

and Soon Hyo Kim have suffered from, and on examining the correlation between 

their hard-to-cure symptoms and Japanese imperialists’ inhuman historical barbaric 
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crime, including wartime sexual violence. As a result, this means that despite 

focusing on the characters’ psychology, our approach does not rule out sociopolitical 

agendas, such as gender, race and history still distressing Soon Hyo and Hata, even 

though they moved to the United States after the Pacific War. At first, considering 

what happened “at the time of war,” Hata should be classified as another victim of 

the wartime sexual violence because he, at about twenty years old, was not a direct 

perpetrator, and has lived his whole life blaming himself for failing to comply with 

his beloved Kkutaeh’s request to help her commit suicide and to consequentially 

prevent her from being gang-raped and slaughtered by Japanese soldiers. Likewise, 

Soon Hyo suffers from guilt over failing to properly bury Induk, her predecessor 

who was also given the Japanese name Akiko, because she was afraid of Japanese 

soldiers, and then trying to ease that guilt through a lifelong memorial service for 

her after becoming a shaman. She has also regretted not being able to resist sex 

slavery, as Induk did, despite repeated gang-rapes by the soldiers.

With the intention of examining how “an unexpected or overwhelming violent 

event” influence the psychology of a person who experienced (Unclaimed 91), we 

are looking into what happened to Soon Hyo and Hata in the Japanese military 

brothels, where one was a sex slave and the other was a Korean Japanese medic, 

and how they reacted to such experiences. First of all, Soon Hyo’s memory of 

trauma stem from the murder by Japanese soldiers of Induk, who was killed because 

she refused sex-work: “Just before daybreak, they [Japanese soldiers] took her out of 

her stall and into the woods, where we couldn’t hear anymore. They brought her 

back skewered from her vagina to her mouth, like a pig ready for roasting. A lesson 

they told the rest of us, warning us into silence” (20-21). As clearly revealed in the 

quotation above, rejecting sex-work in Japanese military brothels meant brutal death. 

As in Induk’s case, such a brutal death would have been “a lesson” warning of the 

consequence was, which eventually made Soon Hyo accept forcible sex-working at 

the age of twelve. The price of rejection in reality is evident through the former 

Korean sex slave Pil Gi Moon’s following account: “If I refused to do what one 



60 Geum Hee Park

man asked, he would come back drunk and threaten me with his word. Others 

simply arrived drunk, and had intercourse with their swords stuck in the tatami. This 

left the tatami scarred, but this sort of behavior was more a threat to make me 

accede to their desires and give them satisfaction” (True Stories 85).8 Ms. Moon’s 

testimony also shows that it was impossible for sex slaves to reject sex-work in the 

military brothels. Finally, after Induk’s terrible death, Soon Hyo became “Akiko 41.” 

About how horrible sex-working was to that twelve-year-old girl, Soon Hyo 

recounts: “I was twelve when I was murdered, fourteen when I looked into the Yalu 

River and, finding no face looking back at me, knew that I was dead” (15). 

If so, what was the actual life of sex slaves? Soon Hyo argues that sex slaves 

were just “disposable commodities,” whom Japanese imperialists consumed for their 

sexual desire and mercilessly killed, if they were uncooperative or cumbersome. She 

recalls that to maintain their value as goods, “the doctors tried to control outbreaks 

of syphilis through injections of 606,” but “when the fist-sized eruptions swelled the 

women shut and spread to other body parts. . . the officers took the women out of 

the camp and then shot them” (147). Subsequently, Soon Hyo makes a statement in 

a seemingly composed tone about the worst cases in which she saw and heard 

about: 

One of the women, named Haruko, her wide, hopeful face distorted by blisters, and 

another woman―not infected but grossly pregnant―staggered against the doorframe. 

Before they could voice a question, he shot them, [and] then he opened fire, 

  8 We can know that the wartime sexual violence inflicted on Korean women by Japanese imperialists 

was rampant and diabolical through Duri Yun’s testimony that she was repeatedly raped even before she 

worked as a sex slave. In an interview with the independent filmmaker Dai Sil Kim-Gibson, she says as 

follows: “After my cuts and bruises had healed over slightly, they put me back into the same room. A 

second officer was already there. They must have warned him about me. He struck without warning and 

gave me no time to even consider protesting, knocking me down and putting his thing in me. It happened 

fast. I was bleeding. I wasn’t even sure where the blood was coming from. I just felt pain. My body was 

torn. So, I put my teeth into his cheek. Then we both bled, me from somewhere below and he from his 

face. . . I was fifteen years old” (268-69). 
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showering the hut with a spray of random bullets. Splinters of wood and blood 

exploded in rapid, concise bursts, the numbing reverberations of gunfire intermingling 

with the brief, shrill screams of the dying. When the screaming subsided into low, 

tentative moans, the commander gave orders to torch the remains of the hospital. And 

while it burned, smoke and ash soaking the camps with the smell of roasting meat, he 

whistled the “Kimigayo,” his national anthem. (147) 

Another violent and insulting event that deeply traumatized Soon Hyo was when 

her first baby she had while sex-working was brutally aborted with a “stick.” 

According to her testimony, the Japanese doctor taking charge of sex slaves’ 

sanitation let her choose “rat poison or the stick.” When she chose the stick, he 

used the tool to “hook and pull” “not quite a baby” from her body. Why Soon Hyo 

chose the stick was because she vividly remembered the fact that another pregnant 

girl died after selecting and drinking rat poison. At that moment, Soon Hyo heard 

the doctor giggling with his colleague, saying a crazy racist insult about “biological 

quirks that made the women of one race so pure and the women of another so 

promiscuous” (22). Former Korean sex slave Duri Yun’s actual testimony proves 

that this story of Soon Hyo’s is not fictional: “I never got pregnant at the station, 

but two others did. One died while having an abortion. The other grew quite large 

with the baby, and tried to commit suicide by hanging herself from a banister. But 

she was discovered by a soldier and taken away. I don’t know where she ended up. 

Nobody had any children at the station” (True Stories 189). Ms. Yun’s testimony 

enables us to infer how the Japanese would have handled pregnancy, especially 

full-term pregnancy, in the camps. Observing pregnant sex slaves’ horrible deaths 

and experiencing a brutal abortion cause Soon Hyo to have extreme fear of 

parenting as well as pregnancy.

The barbaric abortion experience would have caused extreme fear of pregnancy, 

childbirth, and upbringing to the extent that Soon Hyo could not handle such fear 

without relying on something. As a consequence, she becomes completely dependent 

on the spirit of Induk that she believes exists, and she is very often hallucinates 
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Induk and is possessed by her, as happens when she gives birth to her only 

daughter, Beccah: “Slipping into the body of a doctor, she [Induk] stood beside me, 

shadowed by mask, gown, and a halo of light . . . I knew it was her” (35-36). After 

that, the possession and hallucination by Induk become almost routine, and whenever 

she has psychological difficulties, the spirit of Induk appears and dominates almost 

all aspects of Soon Hyo’s behavior. To Soon Hyo, Induk looks like her mother, who 

died a long time ago, and her voice sounds like the creaking of “a hundred 

thousand frogs” (36). And she becomes Manshin Ahjima and leads Soon Hyo “to 

the double rainbow where virgins climb to heaven and told me to climb” (38). 

As in the case of Beccah’s birth, Induk’s barbarous murder by Japanese soldiers 

is incessantly reenacted as long as it is triggered, deeply engraved into Soon Hyo’s 

brain since she was a twelve-year-old girl. So, after her life as a sex slave ends, 

Soon Hyo begins projecting all of her negative emotions onto Induk, including fear, 

sorrow, guilt, depression, etc., completely depending on her even in married life: “I 

felt his arousal probing the entrance to my vagina and tensed . . . made ready by 

Induk’s endless caresses, and thrust into me” (145). Comfort Woman portrays 

Induk’s spirit as Soon Hyo’s “mother,” her “mother’s mother,” and “an old woman 

dressed in the formal top’o of the olden days,” and even as a spiritualistic medium 

“Manshin Ahjima” (53). Eventually, Soon Hyo’s haunting emphasizes the reality of 

PTSD caused by sex slavery, describing in detail her painful life as she suffers from 

various post-traumatic stress symptoms and has no choice but to hide herself in the 

world of shamanism.

Meanwhile, Hata’s case in A Gesture Life does not elaborate on his traumatic 

symptoms as concretely as the depiction of Soon Hyo. Especially, there is little 

mention about which symptoms he suffered from in Japan from witnessing wartime 

sexual violence before moving to the United States. So, we can guess that he was 

possibly afflicted by the symptoms of PTSD similar to those described after the 

middle of the novel. Importantly, Hata’s symptoms result from the events related to 

his beloved Kkutaeh, who was a Korean sex slaves who rejected sex-work and so 
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was brutally killed by Japanese imperialists. In fact, before her death, Hata did not 

comply with Kkutaeh’s request to prescribe drugs that would help her kill herself 

easily. Primarily, the root cause of Hata’s PTSD could be Kkutaeh’s horrendous 

murder after being gang-raped by his fellow Japanese soldiers, as revealed in the 

excerpt below, saying that the sexual assault and murder was too much for a young 

man to overcome.

I ran up the north path by the latrines, toward the clearing, as it was known, which 

was where Corporal Endo had taken K’s sister. But I wasn’t halfway there when I 

met them coming back, singly and together and in small groups. The men. It was the 

men. Twenty-five of them, thirty of them. Some were half-dressed, shirtless, 

trouserless, half-hopping to pull on boots. They were generally quiet. The quiet after 

great celebration. They were flecked with blood, and muddy dirt, some more than 

others. One with his hands and forearms as if dipped in crimson. Another’s face 

smudged with it, the color strange in his hair. One of them was completely clean, only 

his boots soiled; he was vomiting as he walked. Shiboro carried his saber, wiping it 

lazily in the tall grass. His face was bleeding but he was unconcerned. He did not see 

me; none of them did. They could have been returning from a volleyball match, 

thoroughly enervated, sobered by near glory. (304) 

Maybe, Hata could not dream that his choice to deny the prescription, which he 

thought was the best choice as an outsider in Japanese society in wartime, would 

have led such horrible sexual violence and subsequent brutal homicide. That 

Chang-rae Lee is candidly expressing Japanese soldiers’ madness here is the author’s 

attempt to simultaneously let Hata inform us of the seriousness of the sexual 

violence of the Japanese imperialists. Moreover, after witnessing the Japanese 

imperialists’ pathological murder and sexual madness in the clearing near the 

military brothel, his memory of recovering the burnt remains of Kkutaeh’s body 

came to rule his whole life no matter how far he runs, as Hata recalls as follows: 

“I could not smell or hear or see as I did my medic’s work. I could not feel my 

hands as they gathered, nor could I feel the weight of such remains” (305). 
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After the war, it is certain that the “overwhelming violent event” continues to 

control his inner world, for he does not forget Kkutaeh and her brutal death, even 

as he grows old alone in the United States. Hata’s desperate efforts to live as a 

model minority may come from the intention of his innermost feelings not being 

caught by others. Nevertheless, too often when he is alone, he is awfully tormented 

by the memory of Kkutaeh’s brutal slaughter, though he becomes an old man in his 

70s. 

When I reach the house [Hata’s house in Bedley Run] and close the front door it’s 

then I think K [Kkutaeh] has finally come back for me. It is the moment I think I feel 

at home. I am sure I was regarding her last night, her figure naked and pale, loosely 

enrobed in a black silken flag. The sight of her shook me. I saw her more clearly than 

I ever had before, as I was not dreaming or conjuring but simply reacquainting myself 

with her, as I might any friend of my youth. And so she visited me. Last night she 

lightly pattered up and down the hallway in her bare feet, pausing outside my 

bedroom door. I knew it was she. I sat up and told her to come in and she stepped 

to the foot of my lone twine bed. Though she sat down I couldn’t feel any press of 

her weight, and once again, for a moment, I was almost sure she was a spectral body 

or ghost. (288) 

Especially, at home like this, Hata experiences flashbacks to the scenes where he 

was with Kkutaeh. She sometimes appears to him as she looked when she gave up 

everything in the Japanese military brothel or other times with the similar 

appearance to ordinary girls of the same age. 

As observed in the quotation above, whether he is experiencing a flashback or 

hallucination, Hata often see Kkutaeh’s shabby and spiritless image wearing “a black 

silken flag.” These symptoms of PTSD are psychologically problematic because this 

image of hers is a grotesque mixture of her life-like appearance resigned in despair 

and in the black silken flag Captain Ono gave Hata as a tool of notifying that he 

was ready to commit sexual violence to Kkutaeh. The fact that her real image he 

saw in the camp and her image he sees in his dreams are mixed up makes it clear 
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that Hata is still stuck in the trauma of the past. As van der Kolk explains by using 

Pierre Janet’s theory, like Soon Hyo, Hata’s symptoms are because he, as “a man 

with PTSD,” is “unable to put the actual event, the source of those memories, 

behind [him],” and so “dissociation prevents the trauma from becoming integrated 

within the conglomerated, ever-shifting stores of autobiographical memory, in 

essence creating a dual memory system” (The Body 182). 

Lines that show Hata is trapped in that painful past are found in many parts of 

A Gesture Life, a good example of which is his middle-aged lover Mary Burns’ 

profound comment about his inappropriate attitude toward his adopted daughter 

Sunny: “It’s as if she’s a woman to whom you’re beholden, which I can’t 

understand. I don’t see the reason. You’re the one who wanted her. You adopted 

her. But you act almost guilty, as if she’s someone you hurt once, or betrayed, and 

now you’re obliged to do whatever she wishes” (60). This suggests that Hata is very 

often haunted or possessed by Kkutaeh’s “spectral body or ghost” because he feels 

guilty that he let her face a horrendous death. The sexual deviance and pregnancy 

Sunny experiences after years of growth play a crucial role, as triggers, in 

precipitating his painful memories of the past. Hata does not attempt to face what 

reminds him of the painful scenes he experienced in the Japanese military brothel, 

such as aborting Sunny’s full-term pregnancy because he believes that he found his 

baby in a “tiny, elfin form” in Kkutaeh’s dead body (305), and witnessing Sunny’s 

perverted sexual activity in a drug den: “They [Jimmy Gizzi and his friend] weren’t 

forcing her [Sunny] or even goading her, or doing anything to coerce. She was 

moving and dancing with every suggestion, and then finally she was touching 

herself in places no decent woman would wish men to think about, much less see” 

(115). If Soon Hyo’s key reminders are pregnancy, childbirth, and normal sexual life 

with her husband Richard Bradley, for Hata, they are Sunny’s sexual deviance and 

pregnancy. Hamilton Carrol points out as follows: “The conditions of that trauma 

are reproduced in his relationship with Sunny and, through the story of Kkutaeh, the 

trauma of Hata’s Japanese identity bleeds into his new life” (600). 
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IV. Comfort Woman and A Gesture Life as Literary Texts 

for the Talking Cure

Despite the fact that his case is not the same exactly, Hata’s case shares crucial 

commonalities with that of Soon Hyo in that they were in the middle of wartime 

sexual violence by Japanese imperialists, the fundamental problem we need to look 

at with regard to trauma is that the sexual violence and Kkutaeh’s cruel murder 

occurred in a closed space where there was no escape during the war. Another 

thing is that because he, at the age of about twenty, witnessed his lover being 

gang-raped by frenzied Japanese soldiers, Hata cannot speak easily out about the 

“overwhelming, violent” event. What is worse is that Soon Hyo, a twelve-year-old 

girl, experienced such an event in person. Those “overwhelming violent” events 

form the traumatic memories of both Soon Hyo and Hata, and cause them guilt 

because she did not resist the Japanese soldiers’ sexual exploitation like her 

predecessor Induk, and he could not stop his beloved Kkutaeh’s gang-rape and 

slaughter. Those painful experiences followed Soon Hyo and Hata all their lives, 

tormenting them to the point that a normal psychological life is impossible. 

Since their trauma is attributable to unavoidable sexual violence, we can sort the 

tragedies of Soon Hyo and Hata into the same category as van der Kolk’s patient 

Julian, who was exposed to his parish priest’s sexual violence in his childhood. 

Also, we attempt to look for the commonalities, expecting that the two traumatized 

patients could be similar to Freud’s World War I veterans and van der Kolk’s 

Vietnam War veterans. In the cases of Soon Hyo and Hata, the traumatic memory 

that Freud and van der Kolk talk discuss is repeatedly reenacted as long as it is 

recalled, or triggered by precipitating factors, such as their own or close someone 

else’s pregnancy and childbirth, etc. Though there is a difference in the severity of 

the symptoms of PTDS, the violent scenes and images associated with them 

continue to be reenacted, and thus prevent both Soon Hyo and Hata from living 

normal lives. Both Hata and Soon Hyo try to inhibit their traumatic memories as 
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much as possible, but when they are triggered by something that reminds them of 

the “overwhelming, violent” events, they are forced back into the past. In Freud’s 

term, the period of non-reenactment symptoms can be said to be an incubation, or 

latent, period.9

Especially, almost all symptoms of PTSD appear in the case of Soon Hyo, such 

as flashbacks, nightmarish day dreams, nightmares, possession and hallucination. As 

van der Kolk points out, “at the root of what we now call PTSD was the 

experience of ‘vehement emotions,’ or intense emotional arousal,” and that “after 

having been traumatized, people automatically keep repeating certain actions, 

emotions, and sensations related to the trauma” (The Body 180). The cases of Hata 

and Soon Hyo clearly show how severely traumatized people who do not receive 

treatment experience psychological and physical problems. The ways that these two 

protagonists remember their painful past are exactly the same as those of general 

traumatized people from the Freudian and post-Freudian perspective: a traumatic 

event is engraved in a victim’s brain and is revived whenever it is stimulated. 

Therefore, Soon Hyo and Hata share many commonalities with the neurotics Freud 

and van der Kolk interviewed and treated. When it comes to interviewing, or the 

talking cure, it can be based on the formula that his junior scholar Otto Rank 

(1884-1939) makes, though Freud appeared skeptical: “Taken literally, it implies 

that the more frequently and the more intensely a neurotic person reproduces the 

affect of anxiety, the more closely will he approach to mental health” (Inhibitions 

84). Soon Hyo and Hata could become neurotics in whom the trauma of wartime 

sexual violence “was so strong that they have never been able to completely to 

abreact it” (84). Nevertheless, they could be cured by partly abreacting their 

“affect of anxiety” through the “talking sure,” Comfort Woman and A Gesture

  9 Before traumatic memory operates, the “incubation period” seems to needed as Sigmund Freud 

explains: “It may happen that a man who has experienced some frightful accident―a railway collision, for 

instance―leaves the scene of the event apparently uninjured. In the course of the next few weeks, however, 

he develops a number of severe psychical and motor symptoms which can only be traced to his shock, 

the concussion or whatever else it was. He now has a ‘traumatic neurosis’” (Moses and Monotheism 67). 
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Life, as the stories of wartime sexual violent victims, could be used in the talking 

cure for those sharing similar experiences with Soon Hyo and Hata.
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