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Chapter Guide for Human Acts
| Chapter | Narator | Year |  KeyFocus

Working i t
1: The Boy Dong-ho (2nd person) 1980 orking In mortuary
during uprising
E ience of death/the
2: The Boy's Friend Jeong-dae's ghost 1980 s:)qzlen
3: The Editor Eun-sook 1985 Censorship & survivor
trauma
4: The Prisoner Anonymous survivor 1990 Torture & imprisonment

Gender-specific
5: The Factory Girl Seon-ju 2002 violence & long-term
trauma

6: The Mother Dong-ho's mother 2010 Long-term grief & loss

Epilogue: The Writer Han Kang 2013 Ethics of representation
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1. RESURRECTION & THE AFTERLIFE

The Ghost Chapter (Chapter 2): This entire chapter wrestles with
questions central to Christianity - what happens after death? Does the

soul persist? Where does consciousness go?

Jeong-dae's disembodied spirit asking "Where has my mind gone?"
echoes Biblical questions about:

. The resurrection of the body (1 Corinthians 15)
The soul's journey after death

. Whether we remain "ourselves" after dying



2. THE BODY AS SACRED / DESECRATED TEMPLE

Biblical echo: "Do you not know that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit?" (1
Corinthians 6:19)

The obsessive focus on bodies - washing them, caring for them,
honoring them in the mortuary - can be read as treating bodies as sacred
even in death. Dong-ho and the other volunteers perform almost
ritualistic acts of care for the corpses.

* Corporal works of mercy
Book of Tobit

* Joseph of Arimathea

* Nicodemus the Pharisee
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3. MARTYRDOM & SACRIFICE

Biblical parallel: Christ's passion and the martyrdom of early Christians

In the novel:

. The citizens of Gwangju die for their beliefs (democracy, freedom,
justice)

They know they might die but continue to resist

Their deaths are witnesses (the word "martyr" literally means "witness")

The novel itself becomes a testimony to their sacrifice

(Q) "How is political martyrdom similar to or different from
religious martyrdom? Can a secular death be 'sacred'?"



4. CRUCIFIXION IMAGERY & SUFFERING

The torture scenes (especially Chapter 4) have uncomfortable parallels to
Christ's passion:

. Extreme physical suffering

. Humiliation and degradation

. Bodies broken by state/imperial power

. The question: "Why must the innocent suffer?"

Biblical echo: Christ's cry - "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?"
(Matthew 27:46)

In the novel: Characters experience similar abandonment - where 1s
God/justice/humanity when this violence occurs?
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Robert Browning

Poem: ‘The Patriot’










5. BEARING WITNESS / TESTIMONY

Biblical tradition: The Gospels as testimony, apostles as withesses to Christ's
resurrection

In the novel:
The entire structure is about withessing and testifying
Each chapteris a different witness account
The reader becomes a witness to the witnesses
Chapter 6 explicitly discusses the ethics of testimony

Key Biblical parallel: Just as the disciples were commanded to "go and tell" what
they witnessed, Han Kang and her characters feel compelled to testify to what
happened in Gwangju.

Memory as sacred duty: "Do thisin remembrance of me" (Luke 22:19) - the novel
Insists we must remember the dead, never forget their sacrifice.



Important Funda for Human Acts

Justice = Forgiveness?!
Forgiveness = No Accountability

Don’t ‘Forgive’
Hnst@ad‘i@m@mb@ﬂ or ‘Do Not Forget’

Remember = Rebellion = Withess = Martyr =
Justice
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6. THE QUESTION OF THEODICY

Theodicy: If God is good and all-powerful, why does evil/suffering exist?

In the novel: Han Kang doesn't explicitly discuss God, but the entire
novel wrestles with this question in secular terms:

If humans are capable of such goodness (the volunteers caring for
bodies), why are we also capable of such evil?

Where is justice when the innocent suffer?
Can meaning be found in senseless violence?

What is the source of human evil?



7. BURIAL RITES & RESPECTING THE DEAD

Biblical importance: Proper burial was sacred duty (think of Jesus' burial, or the
importance placed on burying the dead in Jewish tradition)

In the novel: The mortuary volunteers' work is almost priestly - they:
Wash and prepare bodies (like preparing Christ's body for burial)
Record names (honoring individual identity)

Reunite bodies with families

Perform rituals of care and dignity

Dehumanize = give their humanity

Objective = subjective



8. FORGIVENESS VS. JUSTICE

Biblical tension: "Turn the other cheek" vs. righteous anger and justice

In the novel:

Should survivors forgive their torturers?
Is reconciliation possible without justice?

Can a nation "move on" without accountability?

The mother's chapter especially wrestles with this - she cannot forgive, she cannot
forget, she cannot "heal.”

Han Kang seems to suggest: Some wounds don't heal, some sins are unforgivable, and
that's okay. This is perhaps a rejection of easy Christian forgiveness without justice.



The Sermon on the Mount

L1




9. THE COMMUNION OF SUFFERING
Biblical: The Body of Christ as collective, suffering together

In the novel:
. Individual suffering becomes collective

. The novel moves from individual victims to showing how
trauma affects entire communities

. "We are all connected in suffering®

The multiple perspectives create a kind of communion - we're
all bound together by witness to this trauma.






10. APOCALYPTIC IMAGERY

Biblical apocalypse: Revelation's visions of violence, destruction,
judgment

In the novel:

. The descriptions of Gwangju during the uprising have apocalyptic
quality

Bodies everywhere, city under siege, normal order collapsed
Questions of ultimate justice and judgment

The difference: No divine intervention, no second coming, no final
judgment day - just human violence and human witness.
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Human Acts is fundamentally an existential novel - it asks the
core questions that define existentialist philosophy:

. What does it mean to be human?

How do we create meaning in an absurd, violent world?

. What s the relationship between individual freedom and
collective suffering?

How do we maintain authenticity in the face of
dehumanization?

Is there inherent meaning in suffering, or must we create it
ourselves?
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Sartre's Core ldeas:

We are "condemned to be free" - we must create our
own essence through choices

Jeon_PGul . Thereis no predetermined human nature - we define
' ourselves through actions

pogrire

| N T » '« # . "Badfaith" = living inauthentically, denying our
7 @Usea m y  freedom and responsibility

=

We are radically responsible for our choices

"Hell is other people"” - we're defined by the gaze of
others




(O) Penguin Modern Classics

Jean-Paul Sartre

Nausea

INTROOVCTION BY JAMES WOOP




A. The Fundamental Question: "What Makes Us Human?

This is THE central question of the novel, and it's pure Sartrean existentialism:

Dong-ho asks repeatedly: "What is a human being? What makes us different from
animals or objects?"

Sartre would say: There is no essential "human nature" - we create our humanity
through our choices and actions

The novel tests this: Can violence destroy our humanity? Or do we remain human as
long as we choose human actions?

Question: "Han Kang is asking Sartre's question - if there's no God-given essence of
humanity, what IS it that makes us human? Is it our bodies? Our souls? Our

choices? Our dignity?"



NBT

ENTERTAINMENT



THE PHENOMENAL BESTSELLER

TIA

AS
'BA

'EN
I

v J




B. Radical Freedom and Radical Responsibility

The protestors' choice:

They CHOOSE to resist, knowing they might die
They could have stayed home, hidden, survived - but they chose to act

This is Sartrean freedom - making authentic choices even when facing death

Key moment: The citizens at the Provincial Office in the final days know the military will
come. They choose to stay. This is existence precedes essence - they BECOME
heroes/martyrs through their free choice, not because they were born that way.

Quote: Sartre: "Man is condemned to be free; because once thrown into the world, he is
responsible for everything he does."
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C. Bad Faith vs. Authenticity

Bad faith in the novel:

The torturers live in bad faith - they deny their freedom by saying "l was just
following orders”

The government lives in bad faith - denying responsibility for the massacre

Those who forget live in bad faith - choosing not to remember because it's easier

Authenticity in the novel:
Dong-ho acts authentically - chooses to care for bodies despite horror
Eun-sook acts authentically - risks herself to publish truth
The protestors act authentically - accept their freedom and its consequences

Han Kang herself (Chapter 6) acts authentically - accepts responsibility to bear
witness



PROTECTING YOU
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D. "Hell Is Other People" - The Gaze and ldentity

Sartre's idea: Others' perceptions of us limit our freedom; we're objectified by their
gaze

In the novel:

The state's gaze: Reduces protestors to "rioters,” "communists," "threats" -
dehumanizing objectification

The torturer's gaze: Sees victims as objects to be broken, not as human subjects

The novel's counter-gaze: Han Kang and her narrators INSIST on seeing the
victims as full human subjects with interiority, dignity, names

The mortuary work is an attempt to restore subjectivity - treating bodies as people,
not things
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E. Nausea and the Absurdity of the Body

Sartre's novel Nausea: The protagonist is
overwhelmed by the absurd physicality of
existence - the "too-muchness" of matter

In Human Acts:

The obsessive focus on bodies - flesh, blood, decay -
creates a similar effect

Dong-ho experiences something like Sartrean nausea -
overwhelmed by the sheer physical reality of corpses

The body becomes both absurdly material AND the
site of human dignity



Penguin Modern Classics
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Albert Camus




Albert Camus

‘The
Absurd &

Rebellion’




Camus's Core Ideas:

Life is absurd - there's no inherent meaning in the
universe

We must imagine Sisyphus happy - create our own
meaning despite absurdity

The only serious philosophical question is suicide
(whether life 1s worth living)

Rebellion is the authentic response to absurdity

We must live without appeal to transcendent
meaning
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""The struggle itself is
enough to fill a man's heart."
- Albert Camus

The Myth of Sisyphus (1942)




A. The Absurd: Meaningless Suffering

Camus in The Myth of Sisyphus: The universe is indifferent; there's no cosmic justice or meaning

In the novel:
The massacre is absurd - innocent people killed for demanding democracy
There's no divine justice, no redemption, no cosmic meaning
The suffering is gratuitous - it serves no purpose, accomplishes nothing good

The dead remain dead - no resurrection, no transcendence

Key existential moment: When characters ask "WHY?" - Why did this happen? Why did they die? - there's
no satisfying answer. It's absurd.

"Camus says the universe is indifferent to human suffering. Han Kang's novel
presents the Gwangju massacre as absurd violence - meaningless, unjustified,
without cosmic purpose.”



Penguin Modern Classics

Albert Camus

C. Rebellion as the Authentic Response

Camus in The Rebel: "l rebel, therefore we exist" - rebellion against
injustice is what creates human solidarity and meaning

In the novel:

. The Gwangju Uprising itself is Camusian rebellion - refusing to
accept authoritarian rule

. The protestors rebel knowing they might fail and die - but
rebellion itself is meaningful

. Eun-sook's editorial work is rebellion - refusing censorship,
insisting on truth

. The novelitself is an act of rebellion - against forgetting, against
the state's narrative

Key Camus quote: "The only way to deal with an unfree world is
to become so absolutely free that your very existence is an act of
rebellion."

In the novel: The protestors embody this - their very insistence on
democracy and dignity is rebellion.
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THE PEDESTRIAN

To ENTER out into that silence that was the city at eight
o’clock of a misty evening in November, to put your feet
upon that buckling concrete walk, to step over grassy seams
and make your way, hands in pockets, through the silences,
that was what Mr. Leonard Mead most dearly loved to do.
He would stand upon the corner of an intersection and
peer down long moonlit avenues of sidewalk in four direc-
tions, deciding which way to go, but it really made no
difference; he was alone in this world of 2053 A.D., or as
good as alone, and with a final decision made, a path se-
lected, he would stride off, sending patterns of frosty air
before him like the smoke of a cigar.

Sometimes he would walk for hours and miles and
return only at midnight to his house. And on his way he
would see the cottages and homes with their dark windows,
and it was not unequal to walking through a graveyard
Where only the faintest glimmers of firefly light appeared
in flickers behind the windows. Sudden gray phantoms

Copyright, 1951, by The Fortnightly Publishing Company.
: 9

che

‘Ray Bradbury’s gift for storytelling reshaped our culture
and expanded our world’ BARACK OBAMA




Ray Bradbury — Pulitzer Prize winner

Was just a hlgh school graduate poverty
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D. Solidarity in the Face of the Absurd

Camus: Though the universe is indifferent, humans can create meaning through solidarity
with other sufferers

In the novel:
The mortuary volunteers create community through shared care for the dead
The protestors find meaning in collective action
Survivors connected by shared trauma form a community of witness

The novel's structure (multiple voices) creates textual solidarity - we're all in this
together

Solidarity = Suffering = Communion



E. Living Without Appeal (No Transcendence)

Camus: We must live without appealing to God, afterlife, or transcendent meaning - we
must accept the immanent world

In the novel:
Han Kang offers no religious comfort, no afterlife certainty, no redemption
Jeong-dae's ghost doesn't go to heaven - he's stuck, confused, not transcendent
There's no suggestion that suffering has divine purpose

We must find meaning HERE, 1n this world, in human action and memory

This is deeply Camusian: accepting the world as it 1s, without metaphysical consolation.
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F. "One Must Imagine Sisyphus Happy”’

Camus's conclusion: Despite the absurdity, we must find joy in the
struggle itself

In the novel:

There are small moments of beauty even amid horror - human
kindness, dignity, connection

The act of remembering and testifying becomes meaningful in itself,
regardless of whether it "fixes" anything

The volunteers' care for bodies is their version of Sisyphus's rock -
seemingly futile but meaningful
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Nietzsche's Core Ideas:

. "Godis dead" - traditional values and meaning
are collapsing

. Nihilism is the danger of meaninglessness

. The Ubermensch (Overman) creates their own
values

. "Willto power" - life is about asserting force and
creating meaning

. Eternalreturn - would you live this life infinitely?

. Suffering can be meaningful if it strengthens us
(what doesn't kill you...)
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A."God Is Dead" - The Collapse of Meaning

Nietzsche's proclamation: Traditional religious and moral frameworks no
longer hold - we're in a crisis of meaning

In the novel:

The massacre destroys conventional meaning - justice, goodness,
divine protection all fail

There's no religious framework that makes sense of this suffering
Survivors face nihilism - the threat that nothing means anything anymore

The state's violence reveals that traditional values (human rights, dignity,
law) are fragile constructs
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B. The Ubermensch and Creating Values

Nietzsche: In the absence of God-given values, the Ubermensch creates their own values through will and
strength

In the novel:
The protestors create their own values - they decide democracy and dignity are worth dying for

Dong-ho creates meaning through his choice to care for the dead - he makes this work sacred through his
own will

Han Kang creates value through writing - she makes remembering morally necessary

However: Han Kang complicates Nietzsche - her characters aren't super-humans, they're broken, suffering,
ordinary people. They create meaning not through strength but through vulnerability and care.

"Nietzsche says we must create our own values. The Gwangju protestors do this - but
Han Kang suggests that ordinary, suffering humans can create meaning, not just
Nietzsche's 'Overman."



C. Will to Power - But Which Power?

Nietzsche: Life is fundamentally about the will to power - asserting force, overcoming obstacles

In the novel - TWO KINDS OF POWER:

1. The State's Will to Power:

Military force, violence, domination
This is destructive, dehumanizing power

Nietzsche would potentially admire the "strength" - but Han Kang critiques it

2. The People's Will to Power:

Power through solidarity, resistance, testimony
Power through refusing to be silenced
Power through memory and witness

This is generative power - it creates meaning and community



D. "What Doesn't Kill You Makes You Stronger" - Or Does It?

Nietzsche famously claimed: Suffering can strengthen us, make us greater

The novel's response: Not always. Sometimes suffering just destroys.

The tortured prisoner (Chapter 4) isn't strengthened - he's broken, damaged
permanently

The motherisn't stronger - she's haunted, barely surviving

Survivors struggle with trauma that doesn't ennoble them - it just hurts

This is Han Kang's critique of Nietzsche: Sometimes suffering is just suffering - it doesn't
make you stronger, it destroys you. There's no redemptive arc.

Point to be Noted: "Nietzsche romanticized suffering as strengthening. Han Kang shows
us: sometimes trauma just breaks people, and that's the truth we must face."
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E. Eternal Return - "Would You Live This Life Again?"

Nietzsche's test: If you had to live your exact life infinitely, repeating forever, would
you say yes? This reveals whether you truly affirm life.

The novel asks this implicitly:
Would Dong-ho choose this life again, knowing he'll die at 157

Would survivors choose their lives again, knowing the trauma they'll carry?

Would the protestors make the same choice again?

Would you want to live your life over
& over again?



F. Nihilism vs. Life-Affirmation

Nietzsche's fear: Nihilism - the belief that nothing has meaning

Nietzsche's hope: Life-affirmation - saying YES to life despite suffering

In the novel:
The threat of nihilism 1s real - after such violence, meaning seems impossible
But characters choose life-affirmation through small acts:
- Caring for bodies
- Telling stories
- Continuing to love

- Refusing to forget

The novel itself is life-affirming - it insists these lives mattered, these deaths demand remembrance, human
dignity 1s worth fighting for.
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