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ABSTRACT 

 

Yu Taeyun. “Forbidden Pleasure: A Critical Reappreciation of Korean Sadomasochistic 

Cinema.” Unpublished undergraduate thesis. University of the Philippines Film 

Institute, 2009. 140 + ix pages. 

 

Just as Jean Baudrillard predicted that a new era would arrive wherein sexual desire 

would emerge, the late ‟90s in Korea were marked as the fin-de-siècle of sexual explosion 

that had been suppressed by Confucian ethics along with Christianized Westernization. 

Sex and nudity have become prevalent themes in popular culture and film as a window 

onto the world also joined this parade by equipping its products with erotically 

provocative visuals and transgressive texts. 

Two of the most controversial films were Gojitmal and Nabbeun namja, 

instantaneously regarded as blame-worthy texts by conservative sectors due to their use 

of sadomasochism as their visual and narrative themes. Consequently, they were 

evaluated as perverse material regardless of their actual messages. 

This study aims both to deconstruct such prevalent negativism and to shed light 

on the social meaning of sadomasochism by viewing it as an expression of power 

relations (dominance/submission & discipline/punishment) within the larger social 

schema. For this objective, the perspectives of Foucauldian thinkers as well as feminist 

theorists that allow the radical reconfiguration of auteur structuralism and psychoanalysis 

will be employed to delineate the dynamics between power and the self. 
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CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTION 

 

This introductory part will provide a glimpse of the content of the entire study. It will 

first give a brief socio-cultural background related to Korean sexuality which led to the 

rise of eroticism in Korean cinema after the late 1990s, the rationale for doing the study, 

and the problem this study aims to examine. Lastly, the framework and its methodology 

will be presented. 

 

A. The Socio-Cultural Background of Sexuality in Korea 

Sexuality in Korean culture can be regarded as a component of politics and power rather 

than a choice for pleasure. As an intricate outcome of two discursive values, one local 

(Confucianism) and the other imported (Puritanism), contemporary Korean society 

importunes individuals to comply with the established norm of sexuality by defining the 

sex act as licentious and filthy, one that should not be freely spoken of in the public 

sphere, and thus confining carnal desire to the reproductive arena in past Korean history. 

What could have been borne out of such sterile soil was the double standard of sexual 

discourse that rationalized men‟s debauchery while any adulterous act by women would 

be subject to condemnation, even in the case of forced coitus. Such attitudes further 

paved the way for a structured power relation upon which the social order resided, in 

terms of gender (masculine vs. feminine), class (privileged vs. underprivileged), sexuality 

(heteronormative vs. queer or perverse) and cultural value (Occidental vs. Oriental). In 

reality, the presence of male chauvinism asserting the belief that men were meant to be in 

control and women were innately weak and submissive; the patriarchal system; the 
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pecking order among family members; the stringent, or more accurately sadistic, 

disciplinary measures in the army; the hierarchical workplace relationships between 

employer and employee; and the ranking system in all components of Korean society – 

all these prove how sexual constructs in Korea create and reinforce a bigger scheme for 

the discourse of power, similar to the sadomasochistic principle of dominance/submission 

through discipline/punishment, in general. 

However, such a form of tradition has been recently challenged due to the socio-

cultural transition after the 1990s in Korea, a decade distinguished by the country‟s 

transformation from an authoritarian system to a democratic dispensation in conjunction 

with the flow of postmodernity, all of which resulted in bringing the suppressed issues, 

especially sexuality and desire, into the public sphere. Just as many postmodern thinkers 

had predicted that a new era would soon arrive wherein sexual desire would be allowed 

to openly rage, the late 1990s and after were marked as a decadent period with an 

inevitably ensuing conflict between sexual oppression and liberation. Sex and nudity 

have become more prevalent themes in popular culture. Following this trend, films, 

which as Linda Williams states, constituted “the native realism of the „transparent 

reflection‟ [Bazin 16] idea of reality” (Hard Core 184), also started equipping their 

features with erotically provocative visuals and bizarre themes that are generally intended 

either to subvert the established norms of gender and sexuality or to challenge actual 

socio-cultural and political contradictions. These films can be boiled down to a single 

theme, that is, sadomasochism, and for this reason I will be describing them as 

“sadomasochistic films” for convenience‟s sake. The films, along with their respective 

subcategories, would be: Sunwoo Jang‟s 1999 film Gojitmal, illustrating synchronic 

Á
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sadomasochism; and Kiduk Kim‟s 2001 Nabbeun namja, an instance of linear 

sadomasochism.
1
 

The general responses to these films were significantly variegated. In the West, 

unstinting praise was bestowed, valorizing these films as cultural products that 

symbolically denounced and criticized the inconsistency of politics and power that 

permeated everyday Korean life as well as texts that enlightened viewers through the 

prism of the bare desiring body. Although there had been numerous previous instances of 

“the frenzy of the visible,”
2
 in such exemplars of structural materialistic feature cinema 

as Bernardo Bertolucci‟s Ultimo tango a Parigi, Nagisa Ô shima‟s Ai no corrida, and Pier 

Paolo Pasolini‟s Salò o le 120 giornate di Sodoma, the aforelisted Korean 

sadomasochistic films are unique in the sense that they center on the specific socio-

cultural and historical contexts in Korea that cannot be fully understood through foreign 

perspectives. However, in Korea, these films were heavily censured and rejected by 

moralist audiences, anti-porn feminists, and conservative critics who described them as 

perverse material that intended to affirm phallogocentrism and hedonism. For instance, 

Gojitmal, which depicts a sadomasochistic sexual relationship between a middle-aged 

artist and a virginal school girl, would be the best illustration of the overwhelmingly 

negative response. In spite of the fact that Gojitmal was invited to several international 

                                            

1
 Coined by the present author, synchronic sadomasochism refers to a film that directly 

depicts sexual sadomasochism as its core visual theme. Linear sadomasochism, on the other hand, 
indicates a film that indirectly depicts the social and psychological sadomasochism in its narrative.  

2
 The term “the frenzy of the visible” appears as the secondary title of Linda Williams‟ 

Hard Core, as well as within the text, wherein it refers to “the logical outcome of a variety of 

discourses for sexuality that converge in, and help further to produce, technologies of the visible” 
(36). 
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film festivals such as Venice
3
 and highly acclaimed by foreign film critics, it was 

ironically prohibited from exhibition in local theaters after being classified as 

pornographic. In fact, such a controversy was triggered due not only to the use of 

pornographic images themselves but also to its violent depiction of sadomasochism and 

its defiant narrative. 

Later on, a similar fuss was caused by another film director, Kiduk Kim. 

Interestingly, just like Sunwoo Jang, Kim‟s talent has been generally acknowledged by 

major European film festivals, which lauded his subsequent works
4
 such as Ag-o (1996), 

Paran daemun (1998), Seom (2000), Suchwin bulmyeong (2001), and Nabbeun namja as 

evidence of a vision that unveiled, in a straightforward and unique way, the disturbing 

local reality wherein a woman suffers through the violence of a patriarchal society. 

Among his films, Nabbeun namja – which depicted the process of how a mute thug, 

Hangi, thoroughly and violently degrades an ordinary college girl, Sunwha, to the point 

wherein she becomes a hooker in the sleaziest available red-light district – became the 

preferred whipping post by the conservative sector, especially the majority of self-

proclaimed feminists. A famous local feminist film critic struck a devastating blow at the 

film by commenting that it was “an irresponsible act of social defecation without any 

serious consideration on women” (Joo 86). Inasmuch as such a comment denoted the 

author‟s level of hatred, it seemed that, rather than examining the film itself, a public 

                                            
3
 In Korean film history, it was the third time a Korean release competed in the Venice 

Film Festival, fourteen years after the previous entry, Kwontaek Im‟s Sibaji. The first nominated 

Korean film was Dooyong Lee‟s 1981 film Pimak. 

4
 For further information about extensively discussed films, including plot synopses, see 

Appendix A. 
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scalpel was directed toward dissecting Kim‟s state of mind, condemning the director as a 

psychopathic misogynist. 

However, it would be productive for observers to contemplate how and why two 

such controversial Korean sadomasochistic films could be acclaimed by foreign critics 

along with few local critics while being generally demonized and condemned by local 

audiences as texts that seduced male spectators into indulging their scopophilic and 

narcissistic pleasures through sadomasochistic images or narratives. Does it mean that 

those films‟ appreciators are anti-feminist and pro-pornography? If not, what elements 

were they able to perceive from those films, and where does the public denial or hatred of 

the cited films come from? Was it merely due to the moralist restraint or conservative 

tendency that tends to incite Korean audiences to attaining their symbolically derived 

social meanings? What are the factors that intercept the flow of interaction between the 

screen and audiences when they watch these films? Above all, how can we define 

sadomasochism in the context of Korean society? 

 

B. Rationale for the Study 

Sadomasochism has long been deemed an animalistic act of cruelty or at least a mal-

function of an otherwise accepted sexual process in most cultures especially in Korea, 

since pure sadomasochism does not uphold coitus, the primal means of sexual behavior 

for reproduction, as supported by the local conflation of Confucianism and Puritanism. 

However, in spite of such negativism, in reality there has been a strikingly growing 

number of BDSM (Bondage & Discipline/Dominance & Submission/Sadism & 

Masochism) communities, although their members, similar to the case of lesbian, gay, 
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bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) communities in Korea, never fully reveal their 

existence over the social surface, instead preferring mainly to network through online 

communities. Two of the biggest communities with an online presence would be S&M 

Boss and The Dominatrix World,
5
 both of which have over ten thousand adult members 

representing various social demographics. What one can find out from these countless 

S&M communities
6
 is that unlike the stereotype (persisting even in feminist circles) that 

male practitioners are mostly sadists exercising cruelty over women for their own 

pleasure, an overwhelming majority of male members, over two-thirds, profess to take a 

masochistic role and look for dominatrices or fem-doms (female dominants), calling 

themselves either male-subs (male submissives) or switches, in instances where they have 

both sadistic and masochistic inclinations. Furthermore, in advancing beyond cyberspace, 

members of these communities occasionally hold offline meetings to exchange 

information and share their identity through social interactions not typified at all by 

hedonistic spectacles with canes, gags, and similar implements. Likewise, real 

sadomasochistic practices still remain in the shadows but it would not be too much to 

assume that they are growing, as evidenced by such social phenomena as: so-called fetish 

                                            
5
 The websites can be found on Cafe Sora, with the addresses 

<http://cafe.sora.net/cafe/main/index.php?p_cafeid=bossandslave> for S&M Boss and 

<http://cafe.sora.net/cafe/main/index.php?p_cafeid=coolitself> for The Dominatrix World. 
Korean residents who attempt to open any page on Cafe Sora and similar websites without 

resorting to illegal work-arounds will be confronted with a warning from the National Police 

Agency‟s Korea Communications Standards Commission (KCSS, cf. <http://warning.or.kr/>), 
explaining that such sites are blocked because they contain “harmful content.” 

6
 It would be impossible to definitively count the number of online communities and 

their members since these online communities are purely for membership hidden from regular 

search efforts. There has been no socio-anthropological study regarding the existence and 
conditions of Korea‟s S&M communities. 
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clubs providing sadomasochistic services;
7
 increasing demand for S&M supplies (e.g. 

gags, handcuffs, canes, ropes, and leatherwear) in sex-toy shops; and the increasingly 

frequent representation of so-called deviant sexualities in popular culture – all of which 

has the cumulative effect of gradually transforming previously negative public 

perceptions of S&M, to that of an alternative lifestyle especially among the younger 

generation. The president of Namrodang (one of the most predominant internet adult-

communities in Korea, whose website is now defunct because of lack of funds) made a 

remark on the S&M phenomena by saying “Koreans gradually begin to accept S&M as a 

form of sexual play through which people can obtain psychological pleasure by 

subverting their scripted gender roles and social norms imposed on them” (Ann, my 

translation, n.p.). 

As a practitioner of sadomasochism, I have always had more interest in 

speculating on the factors that might influence the formation of such a permutation of 

sexual desire amid the ever-increasing evidence of social phenomena, rather than 

submitting myself to those negative perceptions. This would serve as the subjective 

reason why I got interested in studying sadomasochistic films for my thesis, through 

which I could try to rethink S&M as an alternative form of pleasure, an acceptable 

perversion, by viewing it as an element of power relations within a larger social context. 

However, I also must acknowledge that I have found myself reluctant to pursue 

the issue due to the fear that my familiarity with the topic might color my findings, which 

I will try to delimit by focusing on the issues on the selected films in terms of their 

structure, style, language, and most important their interpretive potential in the most 

                                            
7 There are about a dozen fetish clubs in Korea mostly located in the metropolitan cities 

of Seoul or Busan, providing dominatrices strictly for male-submissive clients. 

Á



8 
 

 

academic way. Furthermore, in order to grasp these films‟ generally overlooked social 

meaning, I will attempt to resituate these films within the specific socio-cultural and 

historical contexts in Korea. In doing so, I would hope that this study may lead to a better 

understanding of sadomasochism and socio-cultural dynamics between power and the 

self in Korea. 

 

C. Problem & Objectives of the Study 

As I briefly recounted regarding the controversy over these two releases, sadomasochistic 

films that feature exceptional styles and acrimonious narratives have been largely locally 

dismissed as perverse or pornographic pieces that aim to solicit male audiences through 

their violent depiction of gender and sexuality, or more accurately a female body that 

suffers from penile lack. As a result of such negativism dwelling on the issue of art or 

obscenity, most of the studies merely emphasize the films‟ ostensible form and style with 

little consideration of the socio-cultural context that interacts with the films and their 

respective auteurs. Even worse, some studies reveal their authors‟ biased values, which 

view these films as a representation of penile fascism or of the commodification of 

sexuality. However, considering the fact that Gojitmal and Nabbeun namja generally 

draw highly appreciative criticism from foreign critics along with a handful of local 

thinkers as well as demonstrate the popular application of eroticism in late ‟90s Korean 

popular culture, there exists a need for a reconsideration of their previous 

underestimation. By seeing film as a sign or as a structure, either of which requires 

readers to resituate any typical entry in its originary socio-cultural context, one could 

finally arrive at a more accurate estimation of its aesthetic value and social meaning. In 
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this regard, the present study aims to deconstruct the previous negative critical assertions 

on these sadomasochistic films and shed light on their social significance by examining 

not only these two films‟ formal structures but also their interaction with Korean society 

and spectators from a broad perspective. 

I will start by delineating the socio-historical foundation for sadomasochism in 

Korea through Sunwoo Jang and Kiduk Kim‟s oeuvre, apart from Gojitmal and Nabbeun 

namja. The main questions will be as follows: what were the prevailing socio-cultural, 

political, and economical epistemes that gave rise to the formation of sadomasochism in 

Korean culture? How would any auteur have perceived this reality and manifested it in 

her film? Can characters depicted in the films be considered representations of Korean 

nationals, whose characteristics may have been unconsciously molded vis-á-vis their 

socio-cultural scenarios? In short, I will attempt to trace the cultural emergence of 

sadomasochism by looking into the relationship between the self and the power structure 

throughout recent Korean history, with the question in mind of how power has influenced 

Korean nationals. 

Second, Nabbeun namja will be closely inspected in order to see its specific 

cinematic expressions of sadomasochism and how the film politicizes its agenda 

precisely through these expressions. To illustrate: the mere object of a tree can be 

differently signified depending on how it is represented by the camera. In line with this 

simple logic, the film would distinctly create and amplify specific symbolic meanings of 

sadomasochism by means of various uses of cinematic conventions (the angle of camera, 

shot system, point of view, depth of field, subject framing, etc.), or different modes of 

expression. 

Á
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Third, the classic debates over art and obscenity as reflected in Gojitmal will be 

re-interrogated via critical comparisons with the pornography genre in terms of narrative, 

style, theme, and symbolic meanings. It was not until Gojitmal that Korean spectators 

witnessed such frank nudity coupled with a sadomasochistic theme on the screen, a 

quality that instantaneously located the film at the center of controversy when viewed by 

mass audience. In general, such controversy divided audiences into two distinct camps. 

One defended the film as not pornography but art, of the kind that deploys pornographic 

material to challenge the wrongdoings of society and emphasizes the fundamental 

principle of freedom of expression. The other deplored it as pornography while 

expressing apprehension about its perceived effects on vulnerable audiences. However, 

whether pornographic or not, the film seemed to draw both perspectives to one point, an 

unspoken assumption that pornography remains a harmful medium. Thus, the necessary 

question does not lie in how and with what criteria one may define a film as art or 

pornography, but what makes these films unacceptable in contemporary Korean society. 

Accordingly, this study will discard such tradition-bound views and position Gojitmal 

within the pornographic genre in order to revaluate the pornographic in the context of 

Korean society. 

Fourth, the image of women in the selected films will be examined. Both 

Gojitmal and Nabbeun namja underwent serious attacks by the majority of Korea‟s so-

called feminists. For them, those films were seen as emblematic of an anti-feminist 

cinema that amplifies the scopophilic instincts of male spectators through the castrated 

and fetishized female body onscreen. However, if one defines cine-feminism
8
 as 

                                            
8
 A local term for women‟s film practice. 
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alternative cinema that emphasizes the autonomy of women by breaking down patriarchal 

conventions and structures, as any feminist would assent to, why were the organized 

feminists in Korea unable to recognize the woman in Gojitmal, who winds up whipping 

her male partner with a switch to satisfy her lustful desire, as a representation of female 

subjectivity, whereas on the other hand they consider an example of cine-feminism a 

grandmother who unconditionally sacrifices herself for her unruly grandson in Jeong-

Hyang Lee‟s Jibeuro? Thus, this study will also question the position of Korean 

“feminists” by analyzing the possible revolutionary role of women expressed in the two 

films. Furthermore, the role of general local spectatorship will be also interrogated. 

Lastly, in order to examine the ultimate target area of this study, the culture of 

Korea in general, all of these objectives will revolve around one singular principle of 

sadomasochism that is not literally confined as a unique sexual practice – confined as it is 

in the popular imaginary to whipping and leather – but configured instead as an element 

in power relations always-already within a larger social and psychological context. 

 

D. General Objective 

To delineate the analogy between the characteristics of sadomasochism 

(dominance/submission through discipline and punishment) and Korean culture by 

triangulating among three parties: the sadomasochistic film and its auteur, spectators, and 

contemporary socio-cultural conditions in Korea. 

 

E. Specific Objectives 

I will attempt in this study: 
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1. To trace the cultural formation of sadomasochism by examining Sunwoo Jang‟s and 

Kiduk Kim‟s previous works, focusing on the relationship between Korean identity 

and power structure throughout history; 

2. To see how the two aforementioned auteurs politicize sadomasochism as a strategy 

to subvert the prevalent socio-cultural order; 

3. To investigate the cinematic representation of sadomasochism in terms of genre, 

style, narrative structure, and ideology; and 

4. To analyze the cinematic representation of female sexuality and the body in the two 

films and their interaction with spectators. 

 

F. Review of Related Literature 

The term sadomasochism (S&M) was first coined by the psychoanalyst Richard von 

Krafft-Ebing in his book Psychopathia Sexualis, named after the French radical-libertine 

author Donatien Alphonse François, marquis de Sade (1740-1814) for sadism and, as its 

counterpart, masochism
9
 from Leopold Ritter von Sacher-Masoch (1836-1895), an 

Austrian author and journalist. Later, such a designation of sadomasochism would be 

adopted by Sigmund Freud through his entwined concepts of eros (libidinal energy) and 

thanatos (the death instinct) to explain S&M‟s psychological mechanism. In his “Three 

Contributions to the Theory of Sex,” he contended that sadism occurs when thanatos is 

directed by the libido outward, toward others, and masochism inward, or toward the self. 

                                            
9
 No deviation from the standard understanding will be made in this study; that is, 

sadism will be understood as a form of sexual desire whose pleasure derives from inflicting pain 

or emotional humiliation on others, while masochism is an alternate form of sexual desire whose 
gratification derives from pain and humiliation inflicted or imposed on oneself. 

Á



13 
 

 

He further maintained, based on his observation, that the two phenomena coexist within 

one psyche. Thus, “a sadist is simultaneously a masochist” (570). 

However the classical essentialist perspective that created the orthodox 

perception on sadomasochism as a psychosexual disorder with a gendered designation 

(sadism as a result of male aggressiveness, a desire to vanquish, whereas masochism 

derived from female passivity) had been challenged by social constructionists such as 

Foucauldian thinkers and Western feminists, who began to view sadomasochism as the 

outcome of a socio-cultural scenario that infiltrates through and constructs the social body. 

Scholars who subscribe to this school of thought tend to look at the possible elements or 

motivations that might form S&M sexuality, where they could find their answer in the 

given circumstances of culture, history, politics, and society. For instance, anthropologist 

Paul Gebhard provides, in his article “Fetishism and Sadomasochism,” a new view that 

sadomasochism is based on culture as opposed to biology; as he states, 

Sadomasochism is embedded in our culture since our culture operates on the basis 

of dominant-submissive relationships and aggression is socially valued. Even our 

gender relationships have been formulated in a framework conducive to 

sadomasochism: the male is supposed to be dominant and aggressive sexually and 

the female reluctant or submissive. (77) 

This new phase of empirical study tended to become more intensive in delineating the 

representation of the masochist‟s self, especially male masochists who were also 

supposed to be sadists in the view of classical essentialists. One of the outstanding 

interdisciplinary outcomes in this related study would be the escape theory articulated by 
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Roy F. Baumeister in his article “Masochism as Escape from Self.” He asserts that a 

masochist‟s use of 

pain (including even the fantasy or threat of pain) blots out broader self-awareness, 

focusing the person narrowly on the here and now. Bondage makes it impossible 

for the self to exert initiative or control or to take responsibility for actions and 

decisions. Humiliation makes it impossible to sustain one‟s dignity and self-

esteem and even one‟s social identity. (304) 

When the issue of sadomasochism was finally actively taken up by Western 

social-science scholars as it was further propelled by its increasing representation in 

popular culture (movies, TV dramas, journalistic reportage, and literature), film theorists 

were not immune from such challenges. However, most studies on the cinematic 

representation of sadomasochism delimit themselves to the issue of spectatorship, via the 

application of psychoanalysis, by aligning sadism with male audiences and masochism 

with female audiences, rather than treating the subject within the purview of a larger 

context. For instance, psychoanalytic feminist film theorists almost exclusively center on 

the issue of how sadomasochism as a metaphor for male power represents and reinforces 

phallogocentricism, aiming to deconstruct the patriarchal narrative structure in film. One 

of the most crucial figures is undoubtedly Laura Mulvey, who first analyzes, by 

employing Freudian and Lacanian ideas in her famous essay “Visual Pleasure and 

Narrative Cinema,” how phallocentric ideology determines the narrative of classical 

Hollywood films, and further delineates the way the necessarily castrated body of a 

woman is fetishized by the camera to provide pleasure for the voyeuristic and sadistic 

male gaze. Mulvey‟s ideas were revolutionary in the sense that they successfully unveiled 
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the complex process of reproducing the patriarchal system through the screen apparatus. 

However, Mulvey‟s essay has since encountered seemingly unending criticism (including 

her own re-consideration, in “Afterthoughts on Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”) 

due to her monolithic and dichotomous distinctions between male and female, sadism and 

masochism, and activity and passivity, with an almost complete lack of socio-cultural 

accounting for the emergent issue of sadomasochism. 

Linda Williams subsequently provided a more in-depth discussion of 

sadomasochism in films. In her ground-breaking study titled Hard Core, she provides 

“three categories of sadomasochistic pornography” drawn from the genre approach: 1) 

amateur sadomasochism, 2) sadi-max, and 3) aesthetic sadomasochism – all configured 

in terms of cinematic style, reality effects, production values, and intensity of violence. 

Moreover, she refuses the still-dominant dichotomous view on spectators by taking up 

Carol J. Clover‟s view (articulated in Men, Women, and Chainsaws) of gender-reversed 

identification of spectators, from the horror film genre where male spectators have to 

identify with the “female victim-hero triumphantly wielding the knife-chainsaw phallus 

at the end” (Williams 207). In effect, such views on the essential bisexuality of spectators, 

drawn from the concept of the pre-Oedipal phase or infantile sexuality from Freudian 

thought, begin to question the binaristic nature of gender identification, thus opening up 

new areas of discourse for the male spectator‟s masochistic pleasures. However, most 

other psychoanalytic approaches to cinematic sadomasochism, in general, fail to explain 

why such an extreme form of sexuality emerged in relation to prevalent socio-cultural 

and historical contexts. 

Since such films with either a sadomasochistic visual (Gojitmal) or a narrative 
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(Nabbeun namja) tend to create a huge succès de scandale in Korean society, a number of 

empirical, critical, and historical research projects have been conducted in the country. 

However, most of the local studies centered either on the issue of art and obscenity with 

an analysis of the film‟s cinematic visuality and narrative, or on the effect of violent sex 

on viewers in pursuit of the quantitative issue of whether the abnormal sexuality 

represented in films would cultivate sadomasochistic behavior among viewers. One of the 

more insightful studies would be Yousin Joo‟s dissertation, which looks into the 

representation of sexuality in Korean cinema in relation to the socio-historical context. In 

his study, Joo remarkably observes a socio-cultural approach by tracing the cultural 

formation of gender and sexuality through Korean film texts in order to address 

contemporary issues in the field. However, his study winds up with a lopsided emphasis 

on the standpoint of the sexual politics of Western “radical” feminists in the 1970s. As a 

result, he concluded that the image of masochistic women was intended as replenishment 

for male sadistic fantasies, just as Laura Mulvey asserted, rather than seeing this image as 

a possible means of critiquing the principle of hierarchism and phallogocentrism by 

means of a total violation and perversion of social norms. In short, the studies on 

sadomasochism in the study of film dwelled almost exclusively the examination of 

dynamics between women‟s image and sexuality and their interaction with spectators, 

generally ignoring the socio-cultural account, which is probably the most pivotal in terms 

of realizing the significance of sadomasochism in film. 

 

G. Framework 

By viewing S&M as a macro-concept that should not be categorized as a mere aberration 
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in sexual practice but rather seen as an element of power relations (dominance and 

submission/discipline and punishment) within a larger social scheme, this study aims to 

understand S&M as a socio-cultural phenomenon. Therefore it would be inevitable to 

reformulate the idea of Power, as intensively discussed by Foucauldian thinkers as well 

as feminist theorists. In radically modifying the standard Marxist ontological perspective 

on power as bestowed on the bourgeoisie, Foucault redefines the nature of power as 

micro-omnipotent – that is, as scattered and diffused on the level of everyday life, which 

plays a prime principle in his genealogical studies on the struggles of Others
10

 such as 

madness, perversion, imprisonment, and criminality. In other words, this would require a 

consideration of the great power of diffusion from below which eventually determines the 

formation of society and culture and constitutes the social body or the self by means of 

polymorphous apparatuses such as disciplinary techniques consisting of the art of 

distributions, the control of activity, the organization of geneses, and the composition of 

forces and panopticism that will ensure the automatic functioning of power. As Foucault 

wrote in Discipline and Punish, 

discipline creates out of the bodies it controls four types of individuality, or rather 

an individuality that is endowed with four characteristics: it is cellular (by the 

play of spatial distribution), it is organic (by the coding of activities), it is genetic 

(by the accumulation of time), it is combinatory (by the composition of forces). 

And in doing so, it operates four great techniques: it draws up tables; it prescribes 

                                            
10

 Notably the so-called lumpenproletariat, traditionally considered politically 

undesirable even for socialist movements – one of the main reasons why Foucault distanced 
himself from so-called orthodox Marxism (Macey 262-71, 312-13). 
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movement; it imposes exercises; lastly, in order to obtain the combination of 

forces, it arranges “tactics”.… (167) 

Hereby, the body becomes the site of power where docility is accomplished from the 

disciplinary device or the social apparatus. However, Foucault also suggests that the body 

can be a site of resistance, or as he mentioned in his other book, Politics, Philosophy, and 

Culture, “where there is power, there is always a resistance” (122). But his speculation 

about the resistance of the self is ambiguous and insufficiently provided in that the self is, 

according to him, a mere product of power and thus incapable of freedom and resistance. 

Rather, I would maintain that it would be more accurate to say that power ironically spurs 

on and stimulates resistance in order to reinforce it, just as Foucault himself later asserted 

about the discourse of sexuality in The History of Sexuality where he states that sexual 

discourse had been disseminated by power rather than being contained by it. All things 

considered, what Foucault concludes about the self‟s resistance is, sarcastically speaking, 

“the technology of the self” (cf. Martin et al.) that implicates a sort of self-submission to 

the dominant discourse of power rather than resistance in order to further ensure the self‟s 

limited power. 

Foucault‟s point of view on the relationship between power and the self becomes 

clearer if one reads Erich Fromm‟s speculation on Nazism. Fromm argues in his book 

Escape from Freedom that what made Nazi ideology succeed in its dissemination among 

Germans was the psychological condition that they had to endure, specifically a sense of 

isolation and insecurity after losing the First World War. According to him, it was, in fact, 

the German people‟s propensity to submit to authoritarian rules that made them 

vulnerable, since they were under a lopsided type of freedom from external authorities: 
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Germans, per Fromm, “are fascinated by the growth of freedom from powers outside of 

ourselves and are blinded to the fact of inner restraints, compulsions, and fears, which 

tend to undermine the meaning of the victories freedom has won against its traditional 

enemies” (105). 

Fromm distinguishes a certain type of “freedom from” that fosters a sense of 

isolation and insecurity among individuals, thus causing them to look constantly for 

authoritarian rule in order to provide a sense of security through three mechanisms of 

escape, known as authoritarianism, destructiveness, and “automaton conformity.” 

Authoritarianism is manifested as “sadomasochistic strivings” where one seeks to gain 

control over others, imposing rules of behavior until the latter succumb to the pressure of 

being controlled. But both types of sadistic and masochistic personalities have a common 

tendency to give up the autonomy of the self at the expense of filling up their lack by 

fusing themselves with a type of Ü bermensch
11

 or an overweening ideology (141-42). In 

the context of German wartime history, the Ü bermensch was misperceived even by some 

Nietzsche followers as embodied by Adolf Hitler, whose sadistic authoritarian personality 

appealed to Germans for their redemption of a lost identity. Destructiveness occurs when 

an individual feels an “unbearableness of individual powerlessness and isolation” (179), 

thus tending to destroy all possible threats that can overwhelm the self
12

 – a tendency 

                                            
11

 The Ü bermensch or super-being was conceptualized by Nietzsche in his book Thus 

Spoke Zarathustra to explain how Europeans were able to free themselves from the religious 
minds that governed their way of thinking during the 19

th
 century. Being convinced that life 

should be centered on humans, not on God, and thereby discarding the idea of God during the 

onslaught of modernism, they would encounter a sense of nihilism due to the loss of the 
spiritualized model that they had gotten used to in their everyday existence. To overcome this 

nihilism, Nietzsche said that people should struggle to develop new moral ideals and, in the 

process, aim to produce the over-man who would be able to lead the rest of humanity. 

12
 Although destructiveness in this sense is similar to sadism in nature, it differs in that 

it aims to destroy everything, unlike the sadism that “aims at incorporation of the objects” 
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among Germans that served to intensify genocidal hatred against the Jewish subjects in 

their midst. Lastly, “automaton conformity” is a pseudo-social solidarity where an 

individual tries to avoid being genuine in terms of ideas and behavior and self-

accumulates the generally approved social value and norms to be “exactly as all others 

are” (186). 

In sum, what Fromm suggests is generally shared with Foucault‟s nihilistic 

insight about the impossibility of resistance against power, as manifested in the term 

“technology of the self,” which in turn implies a symbiosis between power and the self. 

However, unlike in Foucault, Fromm‟s idea regarding the role of sadomasochism allows 

readers room to deconstruct the phenomenon for a possible mechanism of resistance 

against power only if the self were struggling for the psychological type of freedom that 

he had labeled “freedom to.” As Fromm defines it, “Positive freedom is identical with the 

full realization of the individual‟s potentialities, together with [her] ability to live actively 

and spontaneously” (271). 

In this wise, I propose to slightly adjust Foucault‟s concept of the technology of 

the self to a technology of desire, as a way to achieve Fromm‟s “freedom to” and see how 

the self can act against power through a search for desire; more important, I hope to find 

an answer in the role of sadomasochism in the course of this study.
13

 Their ideas are 

                                                                                                                                  

(Fromm 179). 

13
 In order to minimize confusion, I wish to clarify the term “sadomasochism” for the 

purpose of this study. As I distinguish between the technologies of the self and of desire, the term 

“sadomasochism” also has two threads: one is the proto-type of the sadomasochistic tendency 
whose role is determined by binary oppositions (class, gender, ideology, and values) by way of 

the technology of the self. The other is the transgressive type of sadomasochism, which possesses 

the possibility of subverting power by way of the technology of desire. The former will be 

intensively delineated in Chapter II and III, and the latter will be the main issue in Chapters IV 
and V. 
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particularly helpful to my study in the sense that there are many parallel interpretive 

issues in my undertaking. One is the fact that sadism is strikingly analogous to power, 

which not only acts upon a given individual as a form of domination, but also molds and 

forms the self; the other is the function of sadomasochism as way of resistance and 

emancipation from social bondage. Thus, the theories of Fromm and Foucault can be 

modified for this study by substituting 1) power with sadism; 2) the docile self or social 

body produced by power (in this context, the general spectator) with the aforementioned 

proto-type of sadomasochism; and lastly 3) the act of resistance against sadistic power (in 

this context, the auteur and her sadomasochistic film) with the also aforementioned 

transgressive type of sadomasochism. These correlations allow me to schematize, in 

Figure 1, the dynamics of power that will serve as the framework for my thesis. 

Figure 1. Schematization of Relations of Power with the Self 
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As the schematization illustrates, power deployed with discipline and dominance 

in the everyday and everywhere of culture will activate and form the self by means of a 

social apparatus that is operated within such discursive ideologies as binarism, self-

Orientalism,
14

 national ideology, and social convention. For this stage, the self would 

internalize the proto-type of sadomasochism. However, some aspects from the body of 

the self will branch out and become Others, who construct the self‟s antithesis through 

the discord with power that they had cognized throughout their lives. As one of these 

Others, the auteur visualizes her antithesis into her work in order to disclose the dark face 

of power and to spur resistance against it. For instance, if the film Nabbeun namja 

straightforwardly unveils how cunning disciplinary techniques discursively or directly 

oppress the body of woman, the other film (Gojitmal) suggests how technologies of 

desire can play a possible role in emancipating oneself from such social constraints. No 

sooner had these deviant forms of resistance been exposed to docile public audiences, the 

messages from Others would generate conflict between the two bodies of the self – a 

conflict which will eventually transform power in order to make the self docile again, but 

this time with a different agenda and purpose suitable for the needs of historicity. Thus, 

such dynamics of power show the possible schematic fluidity of how power can be 

reinforced (retreated) or reconstructed by interacting with the self. 

 

H. Methodologies 

In order to accomplish the objectives I had listed, this study will make use of a complex 

theoretical approach mainly drawn from deconstructive methods, not through the 

                                            
14

 Referring to the concept of trans-boundary Orientalism that shifts from a Western 
originary context to an Eastern one. 
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standard literary approaches of textual deconstruction derived from principles set forth by 

Jacques Derrida, but rather through Foucauldian social deconstruction that allows the 

inclusion of auteur structuralism and psychoanalysis. 

First, auteur structuralism will be deployed in order to examine the socio-cultural 

and historical aspects of power that would be influential in building proto-

sadomasochism and help us understand how the Korean auteur visualizes and politicizes 

the discourse of power that constitutes and governs her compatriots‟ ways of thinking and 

behaving. Once having had the most prevailing influence in film discourse, auteurism 

subsequently revealed its primary weakness due to its preoccupation with cannon-

formation and thereby neglecting the socio-cultural context that is epitomized first and 

foremost by the audience. Hence, by adopting auteur structuralism,
15

 the study will 

conceptually resituate the films, as mediated by two distinctive directors, into 

contemporary socio-cultural historical contexts in order to get the glimpse of the 

antithesis formed by the auteur who might have cognized the negative side of power. In 

doing so, this approach would further enable this research to comprehend the dynamic of 

power as well as the origin of sadomasochism in Korean culture. In addition, some 

interviews on these two auteurs conducted by specialized local film magazines will also 

be referenced to give more concrete findings about the auteurist point of view on power 

and society. 

Second, textual analysis of these films will be performed, and their cinematic 

expressions evaluated, in order to see in what way they were able to politicize their 

                                            
15

 This refers to a concept from film theory derived from Foucault‟s explication of the 

author function in “What is an Author?” wherein he asserted that the art work, although created 

by an artist, is not the outcome of an individual genius but a by-product of the social institution, 
ideological discourse, and formal convention that the artist had identified with. 
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respective agendas or resistances against power in adopting sadomasochism or the 

aesthetics of violence. 

Third, in order to see the dimensions of the conflict between general public 

audiences and the sadomasochistic film releases, psychoanalysis incorporated with 

critical perspectives of gender and sexuality will be deployed. Thus, the cinematic 

representation of female sexualities and bodies in the two films and the issue of local 

feminism will be main target for this type of approach. 

Lastly, as researcher and film student, I have to acknowledge that the nature of 

this study is not exclusively about film study but more of a cultural project because of the 

nature of the subject of sadomasochism, where I once had a fairly extensive opportunity 

to explore the relationship between power and the social body. With this rationale, the 

researcher is compelled to use the sociological and psychological approaches to fully 

analyze the emergence of sadomasochistic films and their social meanings. 

Á



 

 

CHAPTER II. THE MATRIX OF S&M: 

TIME, SPACE, TRAUMA, POWER 

 

Sadomasochism can be generally regarded as a type of social behavior that is culturally 

produced, learned and reinforced. This perspective sees the shifts in power corresponding 

to historical and social changes as key to determining the sexual and behavioral identities 

of the self. In the field of psychology, the widely accepted opinion is that all forms of 

deviant sexuality or perversion derive from an individual‟s or a group‟s regression and 

trauma, as sketched by Freud in his case study “A Child is Being Beaten.” Although 

Freud was more concerned about the unconsciousness of the self and defined 

sadomasochism as “evidence of individual psychopathology” (Weinberg 289), his view 

was analogous with the social view of sadomasochism as a cultural sign, in that 

repression or trauma of the self can be greatly influenced by a socio-historical event. 

In a nutshell, the most fertile soil for nurturing sadomasochistic culture would be 

a sexually, historically, and ideologically repressed society with heavy social burdens 

imposed on the self such as norms and values about class, gender, and national 

expectations. Such a speculation reinforces my initial constructivist hypothesis about the 

dynamics of power in relation to culture and history, which play a crucial role in forming 

the sadomasochistic characteristics of the self in Korean society. As a matter of fact, if 

one were to look closely into contemporary Korean culture and the subconscious of 

Korean nationals, one would be able to map out a territory for S&M culture where the 

body is docile and tamed by the vertical order permeating every social institution 

including family, school, workplace, army, and nation as a whole. Thus, the primary issue 
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that will be inspected throughout this chapter as well as the next one is that of delineating 

a historical understanding of the discursive construction of sadomasochism as a cultural 

sign. 

However, in order to avoid confusion, it will be essential to clarify the type of 

S&M that will be presented in this study. By looking at the elements of Foucault‟s 

technologies of the self and of Fromm‟s authoritarianism and automaton conformity 

which all suggest how the self uses the sadomasochistic impulse in order to cope with its 

feelings of lack in relation to power, this chapter aims to delineate the prototypical 

sadomasochism characterized by binary oppositions; this type of sadomasochism needs in 

turn to be distinguished from the transgressive type of sadomasochism that has the 

potential to subvert power through the technologization of desire. For this objective, I 

will deploy Foucault‟s notion of a “transfer point,” which allows us to conceive of the 

interaction between power and the self, and the social rules that establish and govern 

one‟s subjectivity as well as oppress, define, and exclude Others in particular instances of 

historicity. In combination with an auteur-structuralist approach that will further allow 

one to see how the auteur constructs her relation with such social rules and forms the 

consciousness of resistance that serves as crucial motive for her work, this chapter aims 

to depict the dynamic of power signified in the works of Sunwoo Jang and Kiduk Kim. 

The determination of the turning point for modernization in Korea remains in 

dispute. However, it is generally viewed that the process of national modernization in 

Korea began after the Korean War and attained its peak during the Chung-hee Park‟s 

authoritarian regime (1961 to 1979), which played a pivotal role in the development of 

South Korea‟s economy by shifting the country‟s focus in the direction of export-oriented 
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industrialization. The restoration project of the country implemented by President Park 

contained three important aspects: “[1)] the establishment of export-oriented 

industrialization… [2)] the buildup of national defense against Communist North 

Korea… [and 3)] the solidification of national identity” (Hyunjung Lee 25), all of which 

have functioned in defining the Korean identity even up to now. In this regard, I will 

divide the historicity of power in Korea into the tripartite conditions of pre-modernism 

(‟50s-‟60s), modernism (‟60s-‟90s), and postmodernism (after the ‟90s) to examine 

through each stage how power had been transformed and how the self of Korean 

nationals had been defined as its effect. 

First for the pre-modern stage, I will try to sketch how the consanguineous 

division that resulted from the Korean War would have created the sadistic discourse of 

power and Korean identities through the film Hae anseon, directed by Kiduk Kim. For 

the second, modern stage, I will direct attention to a period interspersed with oppression 

and violence by militarists‟ despotism in the 1980s, to see how military power had 

disciplined the self and created automaton conformity as a result; this I will illustrate by 

looking at Ggotip directed by Sunwoo Jang. For the last stage I will examine a 

transitional period in the 1990s from modernism to postmodernism, when Oriental values 

and Occidental values coexisted and occasionally clashed in Korean society, to show 

national-scaled anomie and moral malaise, which probably intensified the 

sadomasochistic personality, by looking at Nappun yeonghwa directed by Jang, and 

Binjip directed by Kim. However, the last stage will be presented as a subsequent chapter 

since it requires more intensive discussion of how the diffusion of power in the docile 

body plays a crucial role in planting the root of prototypical sadomasochism in Korean 
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culture. 

 

A. The Tragedy of a Fratricidal War & Political Sadism: The Korean War 

The Korean War, which erupted on July 25, 1950, would be considered one of the 

strongest impacts of power in forming the self in Korean history. It was an internecine 

struggle triggered by the global geopolitical conflict between the Soviet Union and the 

Western powers, primarily the United States. As a result of the war, Korean nationalism 

has suffered from the fact that culturally the nation was still one but political1y it 

comprised two different entities. In such a circumstance where Korean identity was, in 

effect, literally split by the hegemonic proxy struggle of the Cold-War superpowers, in 

order to reduce the Koreans to a state of obedience and make them docile, the local 

authorities constantly evoked the unstable truce by inculcating the idea of a terrifying 

Communist threat and forbidding any exchange and communication between North and 

South inasmuch as the ceasefire line was quasi-imperforate. This required a process of 

drawing of the Korean self on the tabula rasa of modern-era identity with strokes of the 

brush of power, the so-called “art of distribution” along with the introduction of a self-

monitoring panopticism that aimed to eradicate the evil that was Communism. More 

problematic about the impact of such a hysterical, witch-hunt-promoting ideology is that 

it caused disruptions and reinforced authoritarianism among Koreans, which is similar to 

the effects of Nazism in Germany and faith-based right-wing radicalism in the US at 

present. After the end of the war on July 27, 1953, South Koreans lost a sense of 

solidarity with their now-divided nation and they henceforth needed a way to restore the 

homogeneity that they had found in anti-Communism. Indeed, it perfectly fulfilled their 
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sense of lack and resulted in a destructiveness caused by political sadism that the Koreans 

were eager to eliminate all Communists who might have been left in the South. For 

instance, South Koreans then were hell-bent on hunting down leftists and anyone who 

expressed any doubt about the legitimacy of the state was executed under suspicion of 

being a spy. Such an infusion of extremist ideology becomes clear if one considers the 

fact that any film that failed to contain the anti-Communist ideology would be proscribed 

by the censorship board, known then as the Public Performance Ethics Committee. As a 

result, such a film would thereby play a primordial role in propagating the vigilant 

ideology of anti-Communism through “dichotomous depiction of the war that 

simplistically characterized all North Korean Communists as villains and all South 

Korean nationalists as virtuous victors” (Kyunghyun Kim 79). 

In addition, this period can be distinguished as the stage for remasculinization as 

a form of sadism in order to recover an impaired masculinity, which was once fully 

legitimated by Confucianism, from the wounds of war. Psychologically, the fact that 

Korea was divided by foreign hegemony can be configured to mean that Korean men had 

surrendered their masculinity. And such a process was successfully done via the “re-

stressed identification of woman” (Dukwha Lee 259), where the image of the nation was 

envisioned as feminine, thus rendering women, in the collective imaginary, essentially 

vulnerable under the state of violence. In line with such a logic, Korean women would 

now need men whose masculinity and nationalism were verified through war; as a 

corollary, women who had failed to maintain their purity during the war (rape victims for 

instance) needed to be purified for the nation. All these complexly woven nationalistic 

scripts reinforced the patriarchal structure that persists up to the present. These 
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formations of self and socio-cultural structure created by power are critically illustrated in 

Hae anseon, a film where Kiduk Kim introspects the then-political sadism that forced 

individuals to pull the trigger on consanguinity by describing the process of identity loss 

and the gain of masculinization as its result. 

The film begins with a posted announcement: “Warning! Anyone who infiltrates 

the border zone after 7 p.m. will be recognized as a spy and shot to death!” and proceeds 

to depict the story of Private Kang, an automate soldier whose mind is filled with anti-

Communism, but who is gradually disoriented after he had misrecognized a drunken 

civilian, who was having sex with his girlfriend in the restricted area, as a spy, and 

forthwith executed the guy. The film brings audiences into the vortex of the Korean 

War‟s conflicts without any direct depiction of war, instead projecting madness and 

violence through the characters: Private Kang, who now haunts his marine unit like a 

specter after being discharged due to his mental disorientation; and Mi-yeong, the 

girlfriend of Kang‟s victim, who becomes insane as well due to the trauma of witnessing 

her boyfriend getting blown to pieces by Kang‟s grenade. Thus, my analysis of the film 

begins with the question of the symbolic meaning of space and its interaction with the 

characters. 

On a superficial level, audiences can easily notice the film‟s setting from several 

scenes such as, to name two: the foot-volleyball sequence (Figure 2, left photo) where 

soldiers play on a court with a Korean map, drawn on its surface, that is divided by the 

barbed-wire net; and the awards-ceremony sequence (Figure 2, right photo) where Private 

Kang is honored with a special furlough for his stringent defense against the infiltration 

of spies in spite of his mistaken execution. Each scene serves as a metaphor to show the 
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everyday ideological infusion of anti-Communism against North Korea (signified in the 

former scene) as well as the external ideology of the U.S. provoking and facilitating the 

Korean War (signified in the latter). Thus, what these scenes represent is political sadism, 

that is, the transnational geopolitics of the Cold War through the art of distribution. 

Figure 2. Foot-Volleyball, Awards Ceremony 

 

Left, a signification of the everyday ideological indoctrination of anti-Communism 

against North Korea; right, a geopolitical power exercise upholding the Korean War. 

(Promotional stills courtesy of Korea Pictures and Prime Entertainment) 

 

Nonetheless, such a superficial interpretation does not provide the symbolic 

interaction between space and the characters that is pivotal in understanding the subtext 

and directorial intention of the film. In Hae anseon, the concept of “boundary” 

represented as wire-entanglements plays a crucial role in dividing two different entities of 

realms (Figure 3, left photo). One is the realm of the real or the interiority of boundary 

governed by hegemonic power, akin to the Garden of Eden where the immortality of 

Adam and Eve (pleasure from docility) is promised by god (power); the other is the realm 

of the imaginary, or the exteriority of boundary, that promises the ultimate pleasure in 

jouissance through the phallus (emancipation from hegemonic power), as Lacan suggests 
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in “The Ethics of Psychoanalysis.”
16

 The boundary of wire entanglements thus signifies 

the threat of castration executed by the ideological power that keeps the self in the 

externality of boundary, away from the fruit of knowledge, and thus the latter can be only 

reached at the cost of death, as seen in the way that Mi-young‟s boyfriend Youngil was 

eviscerated by Kang‟s grenade. In such an interpretation, all the characters in the 

beginning of the film belong to the interiority of boundary where docile bodies can enjoy 

their pleasure safeguarded but limited by the sadistic power, blinding the self to the realm 

of the imaginary. This further signifies the masochistic selves automating themselves for 

the sake of prescribed ideology and norms in order to provide a sense of security without 

isolation, not knowing that such relief will never be granted. However, there is an irony 

that the self can never satisfy her desire in the real, as Lacan‟s concept objet petit a which 

refers to the “cause of and stand-in for desire” (Lacan 48) due to unattainable jouissance, 

thus always being tempted to partake of the ultimate pleasure, just as Mi-young crosses 

the boundary with her boyfriend. In fact, for Mi-young, this was the only place where she 

could have intercourse with her boyfriend while avoiding the eyes of her brother, who 

represents the social panopticon which monitors and controls her sexuality and freedom. 

The act of crossing the boundary by Mi-young thus signifies her attempt to fulfill her 

desire for the phallus, a greater knowledge of power achieved when Eve picked the 

forbidden fruit of knowledge of good and evil. Mi-young fails, however, to acquire the 

complete phallus due to the deterrence of the internality of boundary that castrates and 

                                            
16

 In his eponymous seminar, Lacan clarified his concept of jouissance and its 

opposition of pleasure. According to him, the principle of pleasure is to limit its enjoyment by 
allowing the subject to “enjoy as little as possible.” Nonetheless, the subject always desires the 

complete pleasure, jouissance, by transcending the mechanism of pleasure that plays a role in 

limiting its enjoyment, since jouissance is necessarily accompanied with pain. Therefore, 

jouissance is pleasure from pain, which is analogous to the masochistic gratification (André 227-
39). 
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tears her phallicized partner apart with Kang‟s grenade. Now she is brought back to the 

real again and but remains as a dangerous rupture between the two realms, since she 

realized a jouissance that enabled her to see the face of power and thus endowed her with 

a phallus that may be incomplete but is nevertheless strong enough to undermine the 

discourse of power. Throughout the film, her phallus is occasionally substituted with 

images such as the fish (a symbol for the memory of the fetus floating the womb and 

enjoying the complete oceanic oneness with her mother during the infertile sexuality), 

and the traditional totem poles standing by the seashore (as in Figure 3, right photo, 

symbolizing the phallic order in Korean culture). Now she is no longer a docile body but 

resurrected as Eve, endowed with a powerful phallus for which the sadistic power, in 

order to maintain its stranglehold over the community, has to destroy her, via the 

mechanism of constant rape by the soldiers. However, it was too late for the sadistic 

power and its masochistic followers in the real to realize the fact that the object of “being 

raped” is not her but the soldiers who are being lured by her phallus, to provide her with 

the seed for the dismantling of hegemonic power. 

Figure 3. Two Realms Divided by Wire Entanglements, Totem Poles 

 

Left, Soldiers guard the realm of the real; right, Mi-young clutching a phallic totem. 
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(Promotional stills courtesy of Korea Pictures and Prime Entertainment) 

 

The dismantling process, in fact, begins with the castration of Private Kang as he 

gradually loses his hyper-masculinity, bestowed on him by power. Like an infection, this 

loss spreads to the other members of the troop as the internal conflict among soldiers 

culminates in the narrative‟s climax and leads to each one‟s self-destruction. Indeed, Mi-

young achieves the phallus at the same moment when Private Kang loses his, 

transforming him into a castrated Adam whose mortality is no longer guaranteed due to 

Eve‟s desire and success in acquiring the fruit of knowledge. Kang‟s loss of masculinity 

is suggested from several sequences such as the scenes where he is slapped by a child‟s 

mother in the bus, where his girlfriend leaves him during his furlough, where he is bitten 

by a group of men on the coast and even then ignored by his subordinate soldiers in the 

unit. For him, Mi-young has now attained the stature of an omnipotent being who 

deprives him of his phallus and shows the externality of boundary that tempts him, like it 

did her late boyfriend, to transgress for the ultimate pleasure at the expense of his own 

life. This is the most plausible reason why he runs away in fear when Mi-young 

approaches him while the other soldiers sexually take her. Just like Mi-young, he finally 

becomes an unwelcome rupture in the internality of boundary, triggered as he is by his 

conflicting desire between the maintenance of an ideology that formed his identity and 

the temptation of emancipation from this same ideology when he realizes that it will 

deform his self. And soon such rupture stealthily diffuses, virus-like, to the rest of the 

troop until it will destroy hegemonic power in the internality of boundary, as the soldiers 

wind up shooting one another by the end of the film. 

As I so far tried to interpret the symbolic interaction between the space and the 
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characters in the film, it appears that during and after the Korean War the ideology of 

power, represented as space, forms the self-identity (signified in Private Kang‟s obsession 

over anti-Communism, that induces him to pull the trigger to consanguinity without 

hesitation) and deforms the identity of self along with the character‟s masculinity 

(signified by the breakdown of Kang and the other soldiers that results in an internecine 

struggle with one another). But in fact, the role of Mi-young is ambiguous, which leads 

audiences to question why she possesses the phallus and succeeds in dismantling power. 

The answer may lie in the director‟s critical point of view on the contemporary period, 

where the process of remasculinization silenced the women envisioned as nation, thus 

rendering them as valuable beings who need to be safeguarded by masculinity, a 

reinforcement of the Confucian patriarchal social order that persists up to the present. In 

the film, remasculinization can be found in the sequence where soldiers force an abortion 

on the woman who got pregnant from the acts of rape. Likewise, in reality, Korean 

women in the contemporary period underwent a kind of social abortion operated by 

masculine power as a means of purifying the nation, so that the masculinity impaired by 

the Korean War could be restored. However, the process of dismantling power is 

significantly intensified after the sequence where Mi-young lowers herself into the 

aquarium after the surgery, signifying her decision to take vengeance against patriarchal 

power by polluting with her body the community‟s source of nourishment. In other words, 

the director wishes to deconstruct the patriarchal social order by endowing the powerful 

phallus to Mi-young, who at this point becomes a representation of seemingly irrational 

but extensively abused and consequently critically provoked Korean women as a whole. 

In sum, the film Hae anseon depicts the madness and violence that erupts in the 
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self, largely incited by the hegemonic power during and after the Korean War, as well as 

by the loss of identity and masculinity as its consequence. Kiduk Kim further suggests 

the way for the docile self to transcend such hegemonic power, that is, to reach the realm 

of the imaginary (the exteriority of boundary) by overcoming political sadism, an 

ideological power that then governed Koreans‟ way of thinking and behavior. Thus it is 

the space for “freedom to,” where the peninsula of Korea can be not only culturally but 

also politically reunified into one, as the director himself, toward the end of the film, 

intentionally removes the barbed-wire net on the volleyball court that had divided the 

area into two entities (the North vs. the South). Not only that, it is also a space for 

infertile sexuality where the Korean woman can be finally freed from the patriarchal 

constraints that had been imposed after the process of remasculinization. 

 

B. Reminiscence of Trauma and Authoritarianism: The Gwangju Massacre 

Military dictatorship, springing up after the tragic division of the Korean peninsula that 

turned the country into a virtual wasteland as well as split the Korean national identity, 

found its justification under the slogan of the restoration project of the country and 

exercised its authoritarian power through various disciplinary techniques, especially the 

control of activity (time) such as imposition of a curfew, restriction of individuality by 

regulating hair and skirt length, and the “Sae”-maul (New Community) movement,
17

 all 

of which created a sort of masochistic personality where individuals found their sense of 

                                            
17

 Formulated on the concept of diligence, self-dependence, and cooperation, “Sae”-

maul aimed to incite the development of the country by empathizing with the collective sacrifice 
for the nation. It has been regarded as the strong impetus for the unprecedented record of 

economic development in Korea after its successful implementation, but also revaluated as a 

combination of capitalist and socialist principles that resulted in reducing labor to the status of 

tool for development, thus making Korean nationals docile and mechanized for the requisites of 
industrialization. 
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belongingness from their contribution to the economic growth of the nation at the 

expense of their self-identity. As its consequence, the Korean individual ethos has been 

reconfigured within a uniform and automated masochistic status perfectly suited for 

industrialization. However, the national call for self-sacrifice without thought for reward, 

faced with the increasing inequity between haves and have-nots and military oppression 

against intellectuals and the laboring class who clamored for an end to martial law as well 

as for democratization, minimum wage demands, and freedom of expression, brought 

about the national-scale indignation known as the pro-democracy movement in Gwangju 

in 1980, which was brutally silenced and covered up by the State. 

Having experienced such political turmoil in the ‟70s and ‟80s, Sunwoo Jang 

naturally grew his antithesis and used cinema against political power, thus aligning him 

with the New Korean Cinema along with Kwontaek Im, and Kwangsu Park in the „80s 

(Kyunghyun Kim 119). If the previous generation of Koreans had endured Japanese 

colonization and the Korean War, this generation confronted brutal atrocities in Gwangju, 

where peaceful demonstrators including pregnant women and children were dispersed 

and massacred by riot police. Sixteen years later, Jang re-presented the trauma of 

Gwangju as “a form of broken memories” (Joo 124) through his 1996 film Ggotip.
18

 

The film is structured with three different narrative strands consisting of a girl
19

 

who became schizophrenic after witnessing the death of her mother, killed before her 

eyes by the military troops on May 21, 1980; a wretched construction worker, Chang who 

                                            
18

 Ggotip was the first film that depicted the Gwangju massacre in Korea, which in turn 

motivated Jang to be a director. While he was in jail due to his participation in the student 

movement for democratization during the ‟80s, he thought of the cinema as an effective tool for 

social commentary. 

19
 In the film, her name is not mentioned. 
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physically and sexually abuses the girl; and four college students indicated as “We” in the 

film whose mission is to trace their friend‟s younger sister‟s whereabouts. Throughout the 

film, the director criticizes both the then-docile Korean self in the ‟80s and the sadistic 

military power through its symbolically interwoven narrative. For instance, the 

schizophrenic girl, who is psychologically and physically being exploited and raped by 

Chang along with the soldiers and other neighborhood men but still finds her own way 

toward self-destruction, stands for the masochistic self whose trauma and guilt from the 

loss of her mother cannot be forgone – that is, until she attains her destruction as well as 

her struggle for freedom that had been trampled, raped, and mythicized by the sadistic 

authoritarian power in the city of Gwangju. Following Gilles Deleuze‟s theory on 

masochism that emphasizes the mother as the “primary signifier” for masochistic desire, 

Gaylyn Studlar claims “the masochist wishes to restore identification and oneness with 

her [the mother, a figure of idealized wholeness] and be reborn into a „new man devoid of 

sexual love who represents the denial of sexual difference and rejection of the father‟s 

sexuality‟” (Noble 75).
20

 In the film, the girl, not knowing that her mother is about to 

join a rally in Gum Nam Street, a now-historic site where a bloody massacre would be 

executed by the military forces, insistently rejects her mother‟s pleas for her to stay home, 

and follows her instead. Pandemonium reigns in the street after peaceful demonstrators, 

including the girl and her mother, sing the Korean anthem – the moment that served as a 

cue for the soldiers to fire on the crowd. The girl falls among hurriedly fleeing protesters 

                                            
20

 The analysis of the masochistic nature in the character of the girl, in relation to 

Deleuze‟s pre-Oedipal emphasis, was suggested in Kyunghyun Kim‟s The Remasculinization of 

Korean Cinema, where he points out the psychological relationship between the girl and her 

mother (119-29). I slightly adjusted his point in order to further delve into the mechanism of 
escape from guilt. 
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and witnesses the death of her mother, who had turned back to help her daughter get up. 

Then the next thing she can remember would be fragmented memories of the outcries, 

gunfire, and bloodshed that keep flashing upon her mind in the form of endless black-

and-white images that stop only when the pieces of the puzzle have been put together in 

one piece: her mother‟s death. The moment represents not only a realization of her 

mother‟s death and her matricidal guilt but also a realization of the impossibility of her 

wish for oneness with her mother. The primary signifier for her desire is now forever lost 

and castrated, leading her to the road to self-destruction. 

The laborer, Chang, who inflicts private violence on the girl, represents the 

sadistic authoritarian personality in the ‟80s by revealing how violence had been 

internalized by the masses. It may appear that Chang is a sadistic character who rapes, 

beats, and stones the helpless girl. However, the importance of his character may lie not 

in how he reveals his sadism throughout the film but rather where such stores of coldness 

and cruelty come from. Chang is depicted as a mute-like character who doesn‟t engage 

even in small talk with his coworkers and lives alone in a wretched shack, aimlessly 

repeating the same routine from work to home. However, when the girl materializes in 

his solitary life, his character significantly shifts from a impotent being to an impersonal 

malignant force within his home, while maintaining his nervous and impotent ordinary 

personality in the public sphere. Fromm argues in The Anatomy of Human 

Destructiveness that “the sadistic personality gets pleasure from having total life-and-

death control over others in order to compensate for an extreme sense of powerlessness 

experienced as a child…[having] grown up in a situation of psychic scarcity” (Miedzian 

61). Considering the fact that the self is defined by its surrounding power, then power can 
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be interpreted as a sort of psychological father who beats and castrates the son (the self), 

leaving the latter with a sense of powerlessness and impotence, just as Chang (a stand-in 

for Korean nationals during the period) experiences. The early ‟80s was the time when 

Koreans were called upon by their government to sacrifice for the restoration of a state 

that had been ravaged by the Korean War and people responded for the sake of providing 

a better future for their next generation by willingly giving up their freedom and welfare. 

For Chang, the girl now epitomizes the perfect prey, a form of compensation for his 

extreme sense of powerlessness. He therewith exercises his limited power by raping, 

stoning, and humiliating the same person who needs him in order to escape the 

unforgivable guilt she endures from her mother‟s death as well as from the impossibility 

of completing desire. In this sense, both Chang and the girl share a sense of victimhood 

from sadistic power, leaving them no option except for a symbiotic relationship that 

could ironically heal the trauma handed them by power. 

And lastly, the “We” who self-loathe after abandoning the searching for the girl – 

the truth of Gwang-ju that had been silenced by military government – constitutes the 

portrait of automated figures, probably including the director himself who could not 

approach the truth from the power that had blinded them. Thus, the metaphorical 

narrative of Ggotip symbolically signifies the unconsciousness of guilt and the origin of 

violence through the reminiscence of the Gwangju massacre reconstructed onscreen. 

Aside from the symbolic narrative, the formal aesthetics of Ggotip also serves as 

an important aspect in amplifying the effectiveness of reception and asynchronism in 

relation to realism. The film seemingly employs neorealistic stylistics in the sense that it 

frequently uses documentary excerpts and intentionally defocused compositions of the 
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commonplace mise-en-scène, all of which are strategies of neorealist films to jolt 

spectators back to the structured reality, making the camera in effect a Kino-eye. 

Nevertheless, although Sunwoo Jang‟s films, Ggotip included, are often appreciated as 

neorealistic, they do not follow one of the most crucial requirements of neorealism, that is 

the linear concept of time and space in narrative, in fulfillment of what Bazin would call 

“the reflection of reality” (16). Rather, the film follows a new-wave form that utilizes all 

available cinematic expressions, as in Ggotip Jang uses Soviet montage and the recession 

of time and space in order to achieve, not the reconstruction but rather a re-construction 

of the historical trauma. 

In Ggotip, the specification of time and space (even the identification of 

character) is ignored or mythologized; rather it relocates collective historical facts onto a 

personal sphere by establishing its narrative as someone‟s episode that happened from an 

indeterminate point in time and space, like somewhere near Gwangju, about or later than 

May 1980. The only apparatus that gives any clue about historical circumstance is the 

real documentary excerpts of the massacre, occasionally presented in the film through a 

girl‟s nightmares, or through flashback, or the insertion of newsreels where then-

President Du-hwan Jeon, a military dictator, addressed the nation. These two discrete 

realities of time and space (a girl‟s story vis-á-vis the real-time documentations of 

Gwangju) in the film are conjugated by the use of Soviet montage. For instance, a shot 

where Chang rapes the girl or another where she becomes paranoid upon seeing a group 

of soldiers in the street is cross-edited respectively with military troops mowing down the 

people of Gwangju and with soldiers burying casualties. The extreme usage of montage 

can be found in the sequence of Gum Nam Street where soldiers fire indiscriminately at 
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Gwangju residents in front of the city hall, a culmination of the Gwangju uprising that is 

cross-edited with the cemetery scene, where the girl performs a shaman ritual for 

purifying the souls of her deceased mother and brother. Here, just like the famous 

“Odessa Steps” sequence in Sergei Eisenstein‟s Bronenosets Potemkin, the rhythmic 

composition of a series of shots (Figure 4) such as the formation of soldiers deployed for 

firing, protesters dispersing in chaotic waves, the mother crying over her daughter in 

extreme close-up, and a panoramic view of Gum-Nam Street filled with dead bodies, 

amplifies the emergence of national trauma. 

Figure 4. Rhythmic Montage Composition 

 

Clockwise from upper left: soldiers firing at civilians; protesters dispersing in chaos; 

panoramic view of Gum-Nam Street littered with dead bodies; mother crying over her 
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fallen daughter (Promotional stills courtesy of Miracin Korea) 

 

With the optimal utilization of a visual syntax traversing various times and 

spaces, the director not only reconstitutes the reality of the ‟80s but also correlates 

specific military violence with the rape of the nation. In addition, the moment when 

audiences who begin by following the story of the girl finally associates the historical 

event with the girl‟s trauma, the story of a girl who had been ambiguously refigured as 

somewhere between past and present in the film becomes a story of audiences “at present 

time transcending the space of Gwangju” in reality, an unexpected haunting by the 

phantom of trauma. 

The composition of Jang‟s camera also plays an important role in revisiting the 

Gwangju event and drawing strong identification from the audience. The movement of 

the camera is unique in the sense that the lens that records what it captures substitutes for 

a naked eye that witnesses what happens before it, thus capturing and maximizing the 

juxtaposition of the powerlessness of people with the harsh display of military might. 

One of the recurring auteurist signatures throughout Jang‟s filmography is “the 

humanization of the camera,” a concept drawn from his previous career as a performer in 

the traditional Korean folk play known as madanggeuk and formulated in his 1983 article, 

“The Open Film,” where he states: 

The opened cinema can be obtained by rejecting the illusory nature of the camera, 

intercommunicating with the subject, and pursuing the act of sharing rather than 

possession, and disclosure rather than closure. The camera itself, by transforming 

from a mere machine into a personality, not only can observe and sometimes 

communicate with the subject, but also the personalized camera should fill a gap 
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when the subject is away, and dance like a clown when the subject is crying.… It 

is the humanization of the camera that discords and simultaneously concords with 

the subject. (Qtd. in Hyungsuk Kim n.p.) 

Such a humanized camera can be found in Ggotip‟s sequence of Gum Nam Street whose 

montage effect I described earlier. What makes this sequence even more powerful in 

conveying the trauma of Gwangju to the audience lies in the mise-en-scène of the film‟s 

camera angles. In the sequence, the camera moves this way and that, mingling with 

panicked fleeing protesters, and when soldiers deliver fierce blows to a citizen‟s head, the 

camera reels together with the brutalized subject, then falls to the ground and looks 

haplessly at the gruesome sight of Gum-Nam Street, just like the gaze of someone about 

to drop dead. In this manner, Jang does not limit the function of his camera to merely 

capturing reality, he personalizes it as any available witness‟s bare eyes in Gum Nam 

Street. 

Furthermore, the director also makes use of the camera to propagate his nihilistic 

consciousness and social commentary. This element can be best illustrated in Ggotip‟s 

last sequence in a marketplace, where the girl walks away from people who automatically 

stand still as the national anthem starts playing. This ending functions as an hommage to 

a celebrated sequence in Nagisa Ô shima‟s Ai no corrida. In Ggotip the national anthem 

serves as a cinematic apparatus to signal to the docile and masochistic Korean masses, 

who unquestioningly express their obedience once the chorus of power resonates. And 

soon a short black-and-white shot of Gum-Nam Street is flashed in order for the audience 

to reminisce about the forgotten trauma of resistance against power, before the camera 

returns to the diegetic reality of the girl‟s expressionless face in a tight close-up. The 
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camera then frames her in medium and full shot until she fades from the screen, a black 

hole-like ending which suggests that neither space, time, nor identity can provide escape 

from sadistic power. 

In short, by re-construction the historical truth with the cinematic imagination 

such as obscuring the time and space and amplifying the realistic sense through the use of 

camera and editing technique, not only does Sunwoo Jang invite the spectators into the 

historical reality but also forms a resistant ideology against the docile body and power. 

 

C. Summary 

This section presented a differentiated historicity of power transformation and its effects 

on the self of Korean nationals from pre-modernism to modernism through the analysis 

of films that respectively contain various facets of the realities of the period. 

For the pre-modern period, Kiduk Kim through Hae anseon shows the madness 

and violence inhering in the Korean self during and after the Korean War (1950-60) and 

how the said war resulted in the loss of identity as its consequence. In the pre-modern 

stage, power played a pivotal role in triggering the Korean War and the formation of the 

Korean national identity was via political sadism, that is, the transnational hegemony 

known as the Cold War that maneuvered Koreans to commit violence against kith and kin 

and eventually displaced traditional Korean identity from the trauma of internecine guilt. 

After the division of the Korean peninsula, the hegemonic power in South Korea, 

equipped with disciplinary techniques primarily known as “the art of distribution” 

(geopolitics), not only propagated anti-Communist ideology in the mind of the self and 

created social panopticism in order to reduce the people to obedience and make them 
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automated, but also reinforced the patriarchal order as a consequence of 

remasculinization by identifying women as the nation, rendering them as valuable but 

helpless beings who need to be safeguarded by masculinity. 

Regarding the period of modernization, this can be distinguished as the 

transferring stage of power from the transnational hegemony to the national-scale 

military dictatorship. Going against U.S. hegemonic influence, the military government 

aimed to assert autonomy in South Korea through industrialization. To facilitate this 

agenda, a type of collective masochism where individuals found their belongingness from 

their contribution to the state‟s economic growth at the expense of their individual 

autonomy had been created by military force. As a result, contemporary Korean nationals 

became mechanized and automated masochistically for the purpose of industrialization. 

In addition, the sadistic authoritarian personality as the outcome of this system also 

emerged. However, the national call to self-sacrifice, with social inequity alongside 

military oppression, brought about a national-scale indignation known as the pro-

democracy movement in Gwangju in 1980. Such a dynamic of power and its influence on 

the self is effectively depicted in Ggotip where Sunwoo Jang reconstructed the trauma of 

Gwangju to criticize the authoritarianism that created the automated sadomasochistic 

personality among contemporary Korean nationals. 
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CHAPTER III. THE MATRIX OF S&M: 

EVERYDAY SADOMASOCHISM 

 

This chapter is a continuation of the previous chapter‟s socio-historical inquiry into the 

origin of sadomasochism in Korea. It will first delineate the brief background of the ‟90s 

in Korea where the transition from modernism to postmodernism fostered a national-

scaled anomie and moral malaise. Next the texts from Nappun yeonghwa, directed by 

Sanwoo Jang, and Binjip, directed by Kiduk Kim, will be analyzed to see how this period 

intensifies prototypical sadomasochism in relation to power dynamics. The goal would be 

to arrive at a useful synthesis of various perspectives the socio-historical emergence of 

sadomasochism, in combination with the findings from the preceding chapter. 

 

A. Identity Crisis & Contagious S&M: Modernism to Postmodernism 

If the previous stages were governed by transnational geopolitics, locally configured as 

nationally scaled military power, the ‟90s in Korea can be distinguished as a diffusion of 

such power into the docile body politic. The decade marked the transition from 

modernism to postmodernism as well as the emergence of a democratic dispensation and 

consumerist capitalism, where the self is finally freed from authoritarian rule but is then 

enslaved instead by a late-capitalist materialism that transforms cherished modernist 

ideals – like art, culture, desire, sexualized body, even self – into consumable items. In 

addition to that, the sudden influx of postmodernism combined with Western cultural 

imperialism makes the ‟90s in Korea a sort of blast furnace where power had somehow 

suddenly shut off while stewing all kinds of cultural ingredients, thus creating a rupture 
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that fostered identity crises. As a result, Korean society went through a social polarization 

greater than anything that ever happened before, and that divided everything into several 

binaristic folds: progress/tradition, haves/have-nots, collectivism/individualism, and 

Western/Oriental, a kind of national self-Orientalization in terms of class, ideology, 

values, etc. For instance, the mainstream film industry devoted itself to mimicking 

Hollywood cinema as if this would guarantee box-office profits, at the expense of losing 

the country‟s cultural uniqueness. The sinsedae (new generation), or so-called X-

generation youths enraptured by Taiji Seo,
21

 define their identity and sexuality by 

enthusiastically pursuing passing fads and by revolting against perceived older values and 

the authoritarianism of the earlier generations. Also, individual isolation caused by 

domestic violence and communication gaps became prevalent in the domestic familial 

sphere that had also transformed from big families to nuclear ones after industrialization. 

Thus, one can conclude that power becomes invisible in diffusing into everyday 

life, unlike in the past,
22

 which is what Foucault had speculated as a complete diffusion 

stage of power into the everyday life of the docile social self. Furthermore, the self 

becomes a kind of authoritarian self who executes the sadistic (as in the offender who has 

capital, knowledge, and hegemonic ability) and the masochistic (the victim who does not 

possess the offender‟s qualifications) personality in order to cope with lost identity along 

with a prevailing sense of isolation and anxiety as a collective of automaton conformity. 

                                            
21

 Taiji Seo (Hyeon-cheol Jeong) is one of the most prominent and influential cultural 

icons, a rock singer comparable in stature to that of Michael Jackson in all of Korea in the 1990s. 
After dropping out of high school to pursue a music career, his album that criticized the 

conventional social system greatly appealed to the new generation. 

22
 During pre-modern Korean society it was ideology represented as space – North and 

South; then military despotism for the modern era; and finally, the diversity of power for the 
postmodern stage. 
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In other words, this negative type of Erich Fromm‟s “freedom from” in the ‟90s causes an 

identity rupture among the self that brings about the intensification of sadomasochistic 

culture the outcome of historically kaleidoscopic power relations with the whole social 

body and the self internalizes authoritarian personality as a result of the technology of the 

self. 

In relation to their perceived social contexts, both Sunwoo Jang and Kiduk Kim 

had tackled the confused identity expressed through the combination of cinematic 

apparatuses between actuality/reality and fiction/surreality. In the case of Nappun 

yeonghwa, Jang depicts the confused identity of a new generation about to explode in 

rage against an adult generation that had suppressed sexuality and youthful freedom 

through standardization of the social ethos. On the other hand, Kim unveils the disruption 

of self-identity and the loss of self-existence by means of the isolation from 

communication gap and domestic violence in his more recent film Binjip. 

 

B. Deviant Farce & Dream of Specter 

Nappun yeonghwa begins with a superimposed childish statement: “no fixed scenario, 

camera, editing…nothing is fixed in the film,” and Jang‟s voice-over follows to justify 

his statement by proclaiming that “the new generation behaves rambunctiously and so 

does the film.” A series of audition, interviews, and pre-production preparations is then 

briefly introduced before the film gets down to episodes of the real stories of runaway 

youth who are also starring as well in the film. Nappun yeonghwa maintains its 

insistently insincere form by disregarding the consistency between each episode and with 

an assortment of distantiation devices popping in out of the blue. For instance, throughout 
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the film viewing, audiences are exposed to various eccentricities (Figure 5) like the 

comment: “Caution: what you are viewing is a true story and thus children are required to 

watch. Haha…” or sudden break-ins of production staff members holding the camera and 

boom mike, and an insert of a preposterous animated sequence where a porcine Satan 

with huge genitalia devours a hallucinated kid. All of these create a sort of distantiation 

that frequently springs up all the way to the end credits, betraying the expectation of 

audiences who had been domesticated by Hollywood genre films. 

Figure 5. Distantiation Devices 

 

Left to right: sardonic comment filling the screen; sudden intrusion of production staff 

members; monstrous animation. (Promotional stills courtesy of Miracin Korea) 

 

Then, the simple question needed to be raised in understanding the film would be: what 

kind of effects did the director intend to create with the use of such dadaistic forms that 

undermine the conventions of narrative cinema, instead of employing realist aesthetics 

that would be relevant in amplifying the wrongdoing of society and power in the ‟90s 

with a greater sense of involvement, considering the nature of the theme? An analysis of 

Nappun yeonghwa (translatable to “bad movie”) ought therefore to begin with the 

question of the aesthetics of its form. At first glance, like Jang‟s previous film Ggotip, it 

seems to follow Italian neorealism in its style due to following elements: 

1) Avoidance of the neatly plotted narratives in favor of episodic structures; 
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2) Maximization of a documentary visual style; 

3) Emphasis on the value of ordinary people‟s life through the use of actual locations 

and non-professional actors; and 

4) Refusal of facile moral judgments by limiting the camera as a mere tool. 

As a matter of fact, the film minimizes or probably excludes continuity and scenario, but 

relies instead on improvisatorial narrative that is carefully reconstructed based on the true 

story or experience of troubled youth and vagabonds. Their reflections on life are 

captured by the use of various types of cameras, consisting of 35mm equipment that 

primarily captures the realistic states of circumstances or scenes; a 16mm camera that 

mainly captures the emotional states of various personas; digital and high-8 camcorders 

that record the ambiance of the general view. By fusing these various types of equipment 

with a hand-held technique, Nappun yeonghwa creates a crude approximation of cinema 

vérité and a sense of on-the-spot documentation. Moreover, by using actual locations 

such as Seoul Station as well as nameless streets, subway stations, and malls, the film 

effectively conveys to the audience that the only spaces these Others can stand on are 

such mean areas filled with trash, violence, and public indifference. 

Nonetheless, it would still be perplexing to define the film‟s form as neorealist or 

documentary for two reasons: 1) the actuality of the film is staged by the fiction, a 

documentary-like drama where the events, although based on the true stories that were 

experienced by these youths and homeless vagrants, were restaged by the director; and 2) 

the distantiation effect or reflexivity should not have been employed if the film had 

originally intended to recapture the aesthetics bequeathed by neorealism. The first reason 

would be relevant to the neorealist film, but the second one would be relevant to the 
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documentary style. Returning to the very question of the film‟s ambiguous form and its 

effect, how can one redefine its elements then? 

The answer may lie in revisiting the concept of opened cinema, a crucial 

philosophy of Jang‟s film that he had always striven toward. Sunwoo Jang suggests the 

plausibility of opened cinema through the absurdity derived from the conflict between 

actuality represented as documentary style and fiction as neorealism, and when the 

absurdity of form itself becomes a cinematic apparatus that amplifies the message of the 

film, the function of opened cinema, that is to say, the inter-communication with subject 

and audience becomes maximized. For instance, the editing of narrative (fiction) as 

different episodes becomes organic as a whole, thus playing a role in maximizing the 

message; while on the other hand, the actuality is emphasized from the stylistic impact of 

cinema vérité by consigning spectators to the actual-reality of the street, not to the reality 

on the screen. More analytically speaking, throughout the film, Jang depicts the depraved 

life of runaway youth suffering from moral hazards signified in their acts of drug-taking, 

gang-raping, and unmitigated violence as well as the deteriorated conditions of the 

homeless, without filtering out anything, as if giving audiences a message: “what you are 

witnessing now are mere juvenile delinquents and they have nothing more than a 

depraved life.” This actuality will be further amplified by the use of documentary reality 

and brings about in effect a general discomfort and disgust among audiences against the 

filmed subjects. While such a message is being delivered as the actuality in documentary 

form, the director intentionally and occasionally inserts “fictionalized” events depicting 

the twisted violence and authoritarianism of the older generation and implicating society 

as a whole (i.e., a motorcycle gang scene: when the police mercilessly strike with their 
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clubs the biker boys in the street, we cut to a scene in the police station where a couple of 

policemen sexually harass arrested female bar entertainers, then a scene in a nightclub 

where a couple of old men entice minor female entertainers with money to do sexual 

favors, then a subway scene where the homeless are dragged by a guard like pieces of 

trash, and so on). Likewise, the intrusion of “fiction” into “actuality” serves as a turning 

point that shifts the general blame of the spectators from the filmed subject onto society 

as the origin of problems that create and victimize Others. In addition, the distantiation 

devices are carefully and intentionally planted in the sequence that describes the moral 

hazards of juvenile delinquents, serving as a filtering device that neutralizes the excesses 

of Others. 

Thus, by structuring the text in such a way with the use of such an ambiguous 

cinematic form, actuality, and fiction and its creation of absurdity, the director 

paradoxically stresses through his film that what is represented is actually not the titular 

“bad movie” but the “bad society” in the ‟90s, as he himself confirmed: 

Perhaps, for them, it is a war of life, a war between those being out of step with 

the times and those dominating the times. Of course, it is like hitting your head 

against a brick wall. The Sisyphean‟s battle between children and adults, and 

between haves and have-nots: they are dying so easily from starvation, beating, 

and addiction. (Qtd. in Sunam Kim 153) 

As his comment suggests, Jang illustrates the social structure in the transitional decade 

that welcomes the members of the new-generation (signified as the “bad” youth in the 

film) in the system of consumerism that nevertheless renders them as consumable. 

Nappun yeonghwa depicts these runaway youth as, on the one hand, the subject of 
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consumption who decorate themselves with state-of-the-art fads and flamboyant fashion 

and goods; and on the other hand, as the object of consumption willingly exploited for the 

allure of lucre as they (female and even male) work as bar entertainers at night, thus 

commodifying their sexualities. Especially, the commercialization of the sexual body is 

most strikingly captured in the scene where “Sae,”
23

 one of the female youths, gets 

caught by the owner of the electronic shop whose Walkman she had stolen, and who then 

asks her to fellate him in exchange for forgiveness.
24

 After his ejaculation, he sneers at 

her and offers another Walkman if she would do it again. What is even more striking is 

that she responds with a smile in spite of the fact that she was sexually humiliated by the 

old man, whose generation is always targeted by the youths for criticism. So confusing is 

her attitude that it must have been hard for audiences to say whether she was exploited by 

him or she had exploited him. Can we regard her as a revolutionary woman with her own 

sexual autonomy? There are two possible answers that attest to her conformity to “the 

double agencies of power” (Kyunghyun Kim 196). One is that unlike the general belief 

that youthful sexuality should be preserved or suppressed, “Sae” is willing to utilize hers 

for the sake of her desire that is materialistic in nature. Here sexuality becomes 

“quantifiable” between the young girl who wants a Walkman and an old man who wants 

sexual pleasure (ibid.), which further reaffirms Foucault‟s speculation on the discourse of 

sexuality where power stimulates it to reinforce its influence rather than oppressing it. In 

this context, the power is obviously the owner‟s, who as an authority is supposed to 

                                            
23

 No single name of any character is identified in the film but only nicknames like 
“Aimfuck” (I am fuck), “Yippuni” (Pretty), “Sae” (Bird), and “Gongju” (Princess) are used. 

Having no names is an indication that the characters have no identity. 

24
 The fellatio scene was cut after the censorship process with the Korean media rating 

board, whose resolution required the deletion of some scenes on the grounds of immorality and 
obscenity. 
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suppress the sexuality of youth, and yet desires it in the private sphere in order to affirm 

and reinforce his power through the consumption of “Sae‟s” sexuality. And the other is 

the automaton conformity that justifies such an unexpected exchange. Erich Fromm 

pointed out, in To Have or to Be?, that what distinguishes the difference between 

“freedom to” and “freedom from” would be which one is more valued between the 

rational “mode of being” and its opposite, the “having mode.”
25

 And in the system of 

consumer capitalism, not only does the having mode become a quantifiable measure in 

determining one‟s social hierarchy, it also becomes one‟s expression of identity. In the 

film, the youth catch up obsessively with updating their flamboyant fashion, state-of-the-

art items and goods (like “Sae‟s” Walkman) as a way to affirm their identity and 

solidarity with their peers through the having mode. And the fundamental reason for such 

obsession lies in their automaton conformity, wherein one identifies with and self-

accumulates the generally approved social values and norms – embodied in trends and 

goods in this context – so as not to be ostracized by their peers. When these two scenarios 

of power and the automaton conformity of the self are combined, they naturally create the 

synergistic result that is social sadomasochism, where the inequality of morsels of 

material goods plays an integral determinant for the hegemonic social order. As a result 

of it, “Sae” willingly takes her masochistic role by allowing the old man to control her 

sexuality. 

Likewise, Sunwoo Jang illustrates the social structure in the transitional decade 

                                            
25

 The being and having modes, intensively discussed in Fromm‟s To Have or to Be?, 

are competing concepts for humanity. The having mode refers to the obsessive tendency to 
acquire authority through knowledge, love, and material goods that results in further insecurity, 

aloneness and isolation. As its opposite term, the being mode relies on the fact of existence, 

serving as a source of creative activity and productive love that leads to sound solidarity and joy. 

By distinguishing between these two modes, Fromm points out further that society plays an 
important role in determining which will dominate between two modes (88-105). 
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that drives the youth into the streets, signified through sex, violence, drug dependency, 

and hopelessness. The outdated power of modernism is meanwhile signified as the 

authority of the older generation struggling to maintain their values and rules by forcing 

them into the new postmodernist identities signified by the new generation. Thus, this 

conflict between values eventually results in the identity crisis among the members of the 

new generation. 

While Jang shows in Nappun yeonghwa a social body that is being polarized by 

the tug-of-war transition of power in the ‟90s and the social danger of destructiveness 

from moral hazards and violence caused by the resistance of Others, Kiduk Kim more 

symbolically touches on the isolation and identity crisis in the sphere of the family. The 

representation of the gradual loss of traditional Korean culture or national identity, the 

disconnection of communication among individuals, social violence and oppressive rules 

on the Other executed by the docile self – represented as a husband, a prison officer, a 

detective in the film, Binjip: these constitute the reality that Kiduk Kim had perceived 

during the ‟90s. Through the film he submits that the emancipation of the self from such 

oppressive conditions can be ironically achieved by breaking down one‟s self, as the film 

shows in how Sunwha and Taesuk cope with their lost identity. In order to understand this 

paradoxical solution, audiences first need to decipher several narrative signifiers such as 

what the binjip, which literally means an empty house in Korean, signifies; why Taesuk 

becomes invisible like a specter; and how a battered wife, Sunwha, finds her 

emancipation from her husband, who stands for the patriarchal system in Korea. 

The “3-iron,” as the English title of Binjip translates as, refers to the most 

powerful but least-used club in the sport of golf, one capable of dramatically propelling 
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the ball toward the hole. Because of such characteristics, the 3-iron can be interpreted in 

two manners: one is the representation of the violence of power and the other is the loss 

of self-existence, from which both Taesuk and Sunwha suffer in the film. For instance, 

the reason Taesuk sneaks into the empty house for resting rather than for stealing would 

be his need for familial communication, as he reconstructs a pseudo-family by taking a 

picture of him with the family pictures in the houses he visits. In other words, the act of 

entering an empty house and taking a picture is ironically his desperate expression to 

appeal his own empty space and social isolation to the audience as well as the need for 

him as Other to restore his social identity. Besides, the family photographs presented in 

the empty houses suggest the discord within the family, as the camera captures, after 

Taesuk leaves each house, the isolation, debauchery, weariness, and violence among 

family members belying the happy-looking family pictures. Thus, the empty house itself 

represents the loss of national identity in a broad sense, or the fragmented space fraught 

with violence and communication gap where one‟s own identity can be lost in a narrow 

sense. 

In fact, such interpretations about the symbolic meaning of binjip can be further 

supported by the statement in closing credits of the film, where it says “It‟s hard to tell 

that the world we live in is either a reality or a dream.” Probably drawn from “Zhuangzi 

Dreamed He Was a Butterfly,” which contemplates the coexistence of two different 

realities in the same time-space line (Watson 49), the director actually gives a symbolic 

clue with which to approach his film. On the one hand, the dream of Zhuangzi in the 

context of the film, as Kiduk Kim suggested in the interview “Everything about Kim 

Kiduk and Binjip,” can be comprehended by viewing the character of Taesuk as an 
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imaginary self that is created by Sunwha in order to run away from her oppressive reality 

(Jung n.p.). Sunwha, as a representative figure for the typical Korean wife whose right is 

curtailed by the existence of double standards in Korean society that confine her to the 

space of the family just like a plant, cannot break off from reality by herself, and thus the 

only way to do so is through the creation of Taesuk, that is, the dream of Sunwha. On the 

other hand, in a similar manner (and counter to Kim‟s assertion), Sunwha can be also 

seen as the imaginary self that is created by Taesuk, who needs to fill up his empty space. 

Kim‟s statement can be further understood by separating the dream state into two 

different realities that eventually share the same time and space: one is the dream of 

Zhuangzi (reality/the real) and the other is the dream of the butterfly (surreality/the 

imaginary). The dream of Zhuangzi is reality, where Sunwha and Taesuk as Others are 

exposed to continuous violence from the social system; and the dream of butterfly is 

surreality, where Taesuk finally emancipates his social body from such an oppressive 

reality. For instance, his act in prison of drawing eyes on his palm represents his denial of 

reality that he had tried to fit himself into by visiting empty houses (a symbolic act to 

restore his identity as Other) and his freed-spirit delivered from his social body. And 

these two different levels of reality begin to intersect each other when Sunwha goes on a 

pilgrimage to the houses that she had visited with Taesuk. It is the spatio-temporal 

exchange between Sunwha, who still lives in the oppressive reality, and Taesuk, who 

attains freedom from the ties of such a reality by becoming a specter. At the end of the 

film, when Sunwha and Taesuk put their weight on the scale together (Figure 6, left 

photo), the scale marks zero point, a complete stage of oneness which symbolically 

implies that they had both achieved emancipation from reality and entered “freedom to.” 
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In other words, the union between the reality and surreality by transcending the 

boundaries of time and space symbolizes for the reunion between split-selves bifurcated 

by the ‟90s‟ conditions characterized by the binary system: self/other, modern 

value/postmodern value, haves/have-nots, etc. 

Figure 6. Zero Point, Emotional Density of Traditional Korean House 

 

Left, Sunwha and Taesuk combining their weight on a scale; right, Sunwha resting in a 

traditional Korean house. (Promotional stills courtesy of Kim Ki-Duk Film and Cineclick 

Asia) 

 

Lastly, the text of the film can be interpreted in terms of temporal politics. The 

invisibility of Taesuk epitomizes the specter which is a generally shared belief in a pre-

modern cosmology that further represents the nation‟s unstained cultural uniqueness. The 

director intentionally breaks the Western concept of linear time by inserting the spectral 

pre-modern value into the indefinite temporal continuum between modernism and 

postmodernism in order to restore the national identity that had been disrupted by 

Westernization with the surge in postmodern values. As a matter of fact, Korean cultural 

uniqueness has confronted modernization and had been significantly endangered during 

the ‟90s, where the Korean self unconsciously internalized Western values, resulting in 

several negative phenomena such as the intensification of 
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ego/material/consumer/mono/Euro-centrism among the citizens. In such circumstances, 

the cultural uniqueness of Korea became spectral, just like Taesuk in Binjip. Such 

intention of the director in bringing up the issue of lost national identity and its 

restoration was visually presented in the film, where a distinction is drawn between the 

traditional Korean house and the other empty modern house, a space symbolically 

devised to criticize contemporary violence, communication gap, and identity crisis. 

Kiduk Kim mentioned in the interview: 

It is my childish wish to retrieve our own unique emotion and culture like 

treasure-hunting and this is the reason I distinguish a traditional Korean-style 

house from other empty houses. What is most important and valuable in the space 

of a house is not the external factors like size and valuables present inside, but the 

density of emotions in it. And for me, the most emotionally densified space that 

can be found in Korea is the traditional house where one can breathe and rest 

spiritually. (Jung n.p.) 

Such a perception by Kiduk Kim on the nature of the house in Korea can be gleaned from 

the sequence (Figure 6, right photo) where the married couple let Sunwha rest without 

questioning anything although they do not actually know her when she revisits the house. 

Not only that, but also it is the only space where Sunwha first physically and spiritually 

conjugates with Taesuk. In short, by signifying the space as a sense of benevolence, love, 

hospitality, and openness, the director suggests a way to de-Orientalize the Westernized 

values and the disrupted national identity prevailing after the ‟90s, through the 

preservation and succession of cultural uniqueness. 
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C. Summary 

Ultimately, power was promptly being rendered invisible (and thereby more effective) 

with the introduction of a civilian government in the ‟90s in Korea. During the 

transitional decade from modernism to postmodernism, a sort of self-Orientalization 

began to be manifested among Korean nationals accelerated by the influx of postmodern 

standards that polarized everything in terms of values (tradition/ progress), class 

(haves/have-nots), identity (collectivism/individualism), and thought (Western/Oriental). 

In addition, consumerist late-capitalism commercialized even cultural identity (sexuality, 

gender, and desire), further fostering identity rupture in the contemporary Korean self. In 

such a socio-cultural structure, power finally became invisible after its complete diffusion 

into everyday life, penetrating through the docile/social body and the self, transformed 

into an authoritarian personality with everyday sadomasochistic characteristics in order to 

escape from “freedom from.” With the combination of cinematic apparatuses perched 

between actuality/reality and fiction/surreality, Sunwoo Jang and Kiduk Kim tackled the 

Korean national identity crisis by attributing it to the negative effect of power, as 

manifested in poverty, homelessness, deviancy among members of the new generation, 

familial dysfunction, and gradual loss of cultural uniqueness. 

In sum, the embodiment of power in Korea had managed to transform its host: 

from transnational geopolitics through a nationally scaled military power, as presented in 

Chapter II, to the very body of the self, and thus evolved as a sort of least-cost, best-fit 

structure as in the primary principle of capitalism, where its visibility becomes minimized 

just as its impact on the self becomes optimized. Whereas, the self, being helpless against 

power, unconsciously acquires a proto-sadomasochism as a way of self-technologizing 
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through the routinalization of dominance/submission and discipline/punishment in 

everyday life. In the narrative of the films under study, these are manifested either in 

sadistic characters (Private Kang, laborer Chang, the old generation, the husband of 

Sunwha) or in masochists (Mi-young, the unnamed schizophrenic girl, runaway youth, 

and vagabonds, and Sunwha and Taesuk), and their hierarchal roles are predetermined by 

the dichotomous order in terms of social class, value, gender, and ideology. However, the 

consequence of such symbiosis between the self and power through proto-

sadomasochism clearly points to negative consequences, as both sadistic and masochistic 

characters end up committing suicide from their guilt and trauma, turning into spectral 

presence, or suffering from moral hazards and identity crises. Probably, the message that 

Sunwoo Jang and Kiduk Kim tried to impart through their films would be the helix-like 

dynamic of power where the self routinizes the process of dominance and submission 

through self-discipline and punishment in the citizens‟ everyday, without knowing they 

were in fact locking themselves into the prison of power that will only aggravate their 

isolation and insecurity. 
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CHAPTER IV. AESTHETICS OF SADOMASOCHISM IN KOREAN CINEMA 

 

In general, the reality constructed by Kiduk Kim can be viewed as the struggle between 

the subject and Others, virtue and vice, peace and violence. Due to his dichotomous 

worldview, Kim‟s cinematic language often saturates his films with bizarre images of 

cruelty mainly visited upon women, upon superficial reading. This is exactly the point 

where Kim‟s films provoke most feminists to take up arms against his output. For the 

feminists, it is Kim‟s phallic fascism that reduces the entire body of women into mere 

genitalia and defines their existence as whorish, whose identities can only be restored and 

purified through the serious exploitation by men. Among his films, Nabbeun namja was 

undoubtedly the preferred whipping-post, to such a degree that opponents of the film 

were also ironically labeled as misogynists, as in witch-hunting. One feminist film critic 

commented that “it is male critics, as the greatest fans of Kiduk Kim, who canonize him 

as an auteur without questioning the fundamental misogyny obscured by his colorful 

cinematic visuals” (Ha 84). 

However, before simply accepting such prevalent opinions, I would like to re-

question the image and text of Nabbeun namja throughout this chapter in terms of its 

cinematic expressions on power. Needless to say, in order to arrive at a proper 

appreciation, one has to understand signifie from the image-text as transpired through the 

film. In iconographic terms, Hangi (the male antagonist) seemingly reveals the evil of 

patriarchy as he was overcome with cruelty against Sunwha (the female protagonist). 

However, the tricky point about the film lies in the fact that “cinema is also a language" 

(Bazin 16) that consists of its own vocabulary, syntax, and grammar. With the use of such 
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language a director can sometimes undermine the visual image of his film by overlaying 

it with a contrary ideological statement. Likewise, the text of Nabbeun namja can be also 

differentiated from its image depending on the various uses of cinematic conventions 

such as camera angle, movement, and point of view (POV), composition of shots, depth 

of field, lighting, and other cinematic approaches. What I will try to suggest is that 

sometimes film can have two different modes of story-telling within a single narrative, 

expressed through its use of cinematic language, which are the film‟s thesis (its visual 

image) and anti-thesis (its ideological text). 

Within that premise, this chapter aims to analyze the ambivalence between thesis 

and anti-thesis from the image-text of Nabbeun namja and to see the synthesis between 

the two and the film‟s politics. In order to draw the thesis, I will first briefly look into 

how the power relationship between Hangi and Sunwha is signified in terms of gender, 

expressed through different types of cinematic languages and grammatical principles. 

Thereafter I will more intensively examine their vicissitudes of power with respect to the 

subjective viewpoint, in order to draw out the antithesis of the film. Lastly, in 

summarizing, I will synthesize the first and second sections to look at any difference or 

betrayal between visual image and ideological text to determine the political position of 

Nabbeun namja. 

 

A. Visual Expression of Sadomasochism: Thesis 

In the opening sequence, Nabbeun namja begins with the tension between classes and 

gender as if it questions to audiences whether it‟s possible for a gangland pimp to sit side 

by side with a college girl (Figure 7, left photo). Two different classes are well-defined in 
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the mise-en-scène as the frame suggests, with its contrast of color between whiteness 

(nobility, purity, virginity) and blackness (cruelty, evil, violence). Due to the insoluble 

differences between the characters, the camera, rather than employing perspective, flatly 

depicts Hangi and Sunwha sitting together in a park bench by setting itself in the exact 

middle with a full shot. As a result, the camera creates an ichnographic space or flatness 

that diminishes the juxtaposition between two conflicting characters‟ classes. However, 

soon after such static harmony gets disrupted after Hangi forcefully and unexpectedly 

kisses Sunwha and their conflict begins to advance in full gear. Figure 7, right photo, a 

shot from the scene where Hangi is surrounded by spectators while restrained by a group 

of soldiers who witnessed his assault against Sunwha and beat him to a pulp, implicates 

Hangi‟s social and psychological isolation with a high angle that allows us to look down 

on him. 

Figure 7. Hangi & Sunwha, Before & After the Kiss 

 

Left, conflicting genders and classes juxtaposed on a park bench; right, society protects 

the right of the privileged against the lumpen interloper. (Promotional stills courtesy of 

LJ Film and Prime Entertainment) 

 

Hangi has nowhere to go now as he had always been an Other in the social 

domain, thus foreshadowing for audiences the genesis of his cruelty that will be 
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unleashed on Sunwha. Likewise, a high-angle camera is frequently used throughout the 

film to amplify the power inequity (domination and submission) between the protagonists. 

For instance, the shot where Sunwha sees Hangi from a low angle is frequently combined 

with a sequent reverse shot of Hangi from a high angle, creating syntactic tension from 

the contrast in power positions. Another example can also be found in the gaze of Hangi‟s 

subordinate men, who keep watch over the brothel from the roof of a container-like office 

located across the street, thus providing an omniscient god‟s-view POV. Likewise, the 

camera usually gives male characters the omnipotent ability to gaze at Sunwha in general. 

After a while, Sunhwa steps into a trap laid by Hangi who now plots to make her 

a prostitute in his brothel. Figure 8, left photo shows a frame-up scene where Sunwha is 

tempted by the wallet stolen by Hangi‟s henchman. In the frame, we may notice that the 

position of each of the characters creates a sense of Hangi‟s control over Sunhwa. Hangi 

is positioned in the background while Sunwha takes the foreground, divulging Hangi‟s 

desire to control and possess her. The wallet located between them creates a mesh-like 

structure (Hangi – wallet – Sunwha) that further amplifies his state of mind, a beast 

poised to swoop down on its prey. Without noticing that she is watched, Sunwha grabs 

the wallet that will bring her straight to the neon-lit street of a sleazy brothel in Seoul. 

Figure 8. Male as Gazer, Female as Object 
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Left, Hangi entraps Sunwha; right, Hangi is trapped by his objectification of Sunwha 

Always, the woman is oblivious to the man’s attention. (Promotional stills courtesy of LJ 

Film and Prime Entertainment) 

 

The setting of the brothel plays an important role in inscribing the film‟s power 

politics, more specifically its gender politics. It is the space where unilateral 

communication or looks exchanged between the male customers and female sex workers 

occurs, as the customers legitimately gaze at the commodified flesh of women while 

workers radiate their attractiveness. By employing such inequities in the political 

dynamic between men and women, the director further suggests the visual nature of 

communication between Sunwha and Hangi or the sadomasochistic exchange 

(domination-looking / submission-looked) whose role is pre-determined by gender. In 

fact, such a point is intensively visualized in Sunwha‟s room where Hangi looks at her 

behind a double mirror (see Figure 8, right photo). What territorializes sadism 

(domination) and masochism (submission) in the room is the double mirror that divides 

spaces in two: one is a space of sadistic desire, where Hangi constantly gazes at Sunwha; 

the other is the space of despair, where Sunwha is constantly being degraded by men and 
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watched by Hangi.
26

 Such division between gender and power is further amplified by the 

film‟s lighting design that sets Hangi‟s space in low-key mood, making him look 

grotesque and menacing under the piercing shadows, while in contrast it illuminates 

Sunwha‟s space with the use of high-key arrangement to make her more vulnerable to his 

gaze. Thus the film creates its version of the panopticon. Lastly, the act of looking by 

Hangi always appears in close-up (sometimes medium) shot, whereas the camera 

apprehends Sunwha in medium- or long-shot, which creates a sort of “maximum 

visibility” (cf. Williams, Hard Core 48-49) that allows the audience to adopt the eyes of 

Hangi. As a result of employing the different spatial settings divided by the visual 

apparatus of the double mirror, the use of light, and the position of the camera in 

capturing them respectively, the gender/power intersection is visualized as 

subject/sadist/man and object/masochistic victim/woman. 

Last but not the least important aspect lies in the image of water that frequently 

intrudes in the mise-en-scène. In fact, throughout Kiduk Kim‟s works, the image of water 

is used as a symbolic means of healing or purifying. For instance, in Hae anseon it was 

the aquarium filled with water that Mi-young lowered herself into the after her enforced 

surgery for an abortion by the soldiers, as well as the sea Mi-young committed suicide in 

toward the end of the film. Likewise, a similar mechanism of water for healing can be 

found in Nabbeun namja. To show Sunwha‟s gradual acceptance of her reality as a 

prostitute, she appears in the frame where she brings her own flowerpots to allow the 

plants to absorb some rain, which the other prostitutes also do. In the frame, she is still 

timid or reluctant in accepting her reality in the sense that she is positioned in the 
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 Sadomasochism that is signified through the role of the gaze will be further discussed 
later. 
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background. However, what matters is not her position or inhibition, but the rain itself. 

Her healing is signified through her act of bringing her flowerpot to a space that allows 

the plant to nourish itself and grow. Likewise, the rain, or her acceptance of it, will heal 

her pain. It also heals Hangi‟s injury when he loses consciousness after being stabbed by 

one of his men, Myungsu. The rain falls on his body and washes away the blood as it 

spills out. Strangely enough, he wakes up from an unconscious state as if nothing had 

happened. Likewise, the image of water in the film plays a role in healing mental and 

physical tribulations in Kiduk Kim‟s constructed reality, in the manner of shamanistic 

rituals. 

So far, I have tried to briefly explain how the director had used cinematic 

language in order to express and enlarge the thesis of the film. With the use of language, 

we may observe that he actually amplifies the characters‟ gender polarities by dividing 

them between man/dominant/sadist and woman/submissive/masochist and such visual 

aspects, fairly enough, give plausible motive for feminists to heavily criticize the text. 

However, such visual images in the film sometimes betray the condition of the characters 

and of the film as a whole. In this respect, I will try to re-analyze Nabbeun namja‟s 

subtextual meaning that is signified with the use of point of view in the film in the 

following section, and I hope readers will bear with some repetition in the synopsizing of 

the narrative. 

 

B. Sadomasochism as Aesthetics of POV: Antithesis 

On a superficial level, Nabbeun namja operates as a patriarchal tale about a cruel 

romance between a mute gangland pimp and a pretty middle-class college girl as its 
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visual thesis. However, in its deeper textual structure, it introduces audiences to a 

different story that is narrated with the use of “looking” or fluctuation of the point-of-

view shot. Exposed to various ambient objects related to the “look” (i.e., a double mirror, 

glass, water, and photographs) deployed in the mise-en-scène, both Hangi and Sunwha 

are “looking” and “looked at” throughout the film until their interaction reaches an 

ontological riddle about love and fate. 

In the opening sequence, Hangi scopes a pretty girl sitting on a park bench, much 

as a raptor about to swoop down on its prey. For him, she is not a mere object, but a 

Lacanian objet petit a that might bring him to the level of the imaginary. Nonetheless, it 

seems too far a mirage for him to reach: the mise-en-scène in Figure 9, left photo 

suggests the collision of their social differences just as a ray of light approaches or is 

approached by lengthening shadow. There, if a college girl – with her fair complexion, 

bright sky-blue dress, with books cradled in her arm – signifies an untarnished thesis, 

then he becomes the antithesis, covered in a dark-colored rag with a prominent scar of a 

gash on his neck. 

Figure 9. Scoping with Pleasure, Then with Pain 

 

Left, Hangi anticipates fulfillment of his lack in acquiring his phallus through Sunwha; 

right, he completes his domination by imprisoning her in his brothel, yet his gaze this 
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time is filled with pain. (Promotional stills courtesy of LJ Film and Prime Entertainment) 

 

Instead of following his objet petit a, Hangi now plots to drag her down from the 

imaginary as his cruel synthesis. From this moment, the camera submits its omnipotence 

to the man by observing his subjective viewpoint, and audiences join his spectating just 

as they do with pornography. In the terms of his panopticon, Hangi becomes not only an 

active spectator but also a cruel storyteller who scripts and narrates the theater of cruelty 

about Sunwha, who is sequently degraded from the pastels of her imaginary to the neon 

colors of a sleazy brothel in Seoul. Constantly being watched and observed (mainly her 

flesh desperately harrowed for the sake of the male customers behind the double mirror), 

she displays nothing but passivity and endless agony, which in turn feed his power. At 

this point, the sadomasochistic bond between Hangi and Sunwha rises to the surface. As a 

mere pimp, scum, and Other, Hangi had been in effect castrated in terms of acceptable 

social standards and thus he needs a springboard to return to the realm of the phallus. 

According to Lacan, love is codependent or symbiotic when a female provides 

narcissistic pleasure to her man by reaffirming him “as having a phallus” and in doing so 

she can achieve what she lacks, the phallus (Grosz 133). However, such codependent 

love becomes vertical and one-sided sadomasochism in Nabbeun namja as Hangi forces 

Sunwha to follow his vindictive rules (the acceptance of her reality where she becomes a 

whore for a penny) to fulfill his sadistic drive. But then the question is why he also 

suffers from pain and agony whenever he is looking at Sunwha copulating with her 

customers behind the double mirror, as we see from Figure 9, right photo. In fact, it is not 

voyeuristic pleasure but rather self-torment that Hangi projects in his own dark chamber, 

hidden at the other side of a mirror in her room. The question then would be “Is he a 
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sadist?” So confusing is his reaction that it becomes difficult for the audience to 

recognize his orientation toward sadomasochism. At first glance, he seems also to be a 

masochist whose pleasure is derived from pain, yet it does not sufficiently account for his 

sadistic point of view that imposes tremendous pain and agony on Sunwha. On second 

thought, it may lessen our confusion if one were to define him as a mere sadomasochist, 

inasmuch as both aspects of sadism and masochism can coexist within one psyche, or as 

Freud wrote, “a sadist is simultaneously a masochist” (“Three Contributions” 570). 

However, there is something amiss in defining him in such a simple way. In order 

to understand this tricky ambivalence between sadism and masochism, one has to take 

into account the role of Sunwha. Why is she dragged to the realm of Hangi and gazed at 

by him, but foremost, why does Sunwha have to suffer? As one of the variations of 

sadism, Freud defined auto-sadism as “sadism against the ego” (Reik 171), which is quite 

similar to the masochistic mechanism. Its primordial purpose is to draw satisfaction 

through pain inflicted on oneself, as in the case of an infant, unable to attain its sadistic 

instinctual ego due to physical lack, irritates its mother (i.e., by pulling her hair, stinging 

her eye with its finger, pinching her, etc.) in order to provoke her resistance and 

punishment (Reik 173). In relation to the mother‟s negative reaction, the sadistic ego 

becomes satisfied, although the infant will be punished, since it means she had suffered. 

Likewise, what makes auto-sadism different from masochism or elementary sadism is 

that in the auto-sadistic scenario the subject sends, or inflicts the act of sadism, in 

advance on the external world or object, so that the subject plays the role of provocateur 

in evoking pain on others, an actuation that will eventually find its way back to the ego. 

In his chamber, Hangi looks at (sends) Sunwha as his sadistic agency behind the double 
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mirror, an act which will be transformed into pain and reflect back to his ego. In other 

words, for Hangi to reach his objet petit a, Sunwha must suffer. 

However, as the objet petit a remains always a mirage, the aim of his sadistic ego 

confronts its limitation as Sunwha begins to accept and conform to her reality as a small-

time whore. She now refuses to wear the white dress (purity) any longer that she had 

insisted on keeping earlier, and instead adorns herself in provocative red dress, lipstick, 

and wig, and even takes the initiative of mingling with customers and other prostitutes. In 

the frame projected through Hangi‟s sadistic eyes, what he (and the audience) sees is now 

not her passivity, virginity, and rejection but her activeness, promiscuity, and 

seductiveness, all of which dampen his (and the audience‟s) sado-narcissistic desire. Such 

a transition plays a pivotal role in dismantling the subjective viewpoint that had been 

solely bestowed on Hangi before. The rupture of Hangi‟s unilateral gaze gradually 

worsens and the inversion of power or re-establishment of POV appears first in the 

seashore sequence where the real and the surreal are blended. After she failed in her 

attempt to escape, Sunhwa is taken to the seashore by Hangi. In the sequence, the camera 

now endows Sunwha with its omnipotent privilege and audiences will witness the 

spectacle projected through her eyes. While Sunwha looks feebly around the place, her 

eyes alight on a mysterious girl wearing her red dress who is walking straight toward the 

sea, until she immerses and disappears in the water. Only Sunwha witnesses it while 

Hangi remains calmly as if nothing had happened. She sits on the spot that the mysterious 

girl sat on and finds fragmented photographs with their faces missing. Later she brings 

these to her room in the brothel and attaches them on the double-mirror where Hangi 

voyeuristically gazes at her. 
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Whenever she looks at herself through the mirror, the missing part of the 

photograph is filled by her face; it were as if the photograph itself serves as a frame (see 

Figure 10, upper left photo). Here the double mirror and the faceless photographs serve as 

a key in understanding the inversion of power from Hangi to Sunwha. Although her 

image and being are unilaterally screened, filtered, and territorialized by Hangi‟s sadistic 

desire through the double mirror, Sunwha gazes at herself through the frame of the 

photographs (Figure 10, upper right photo). The double mirror, where Hangi filters 

Sunwha for his sadistic purpose by rejecting her active, promiscuous, and femme-fatale 

images, signifies an invisible screen between spectators and the film, wherein audiences 

filter what they don‟t want to see or believe and thus leave only ideal images to satisfy 

their narcissistic drives. I will leave a more intensive the discussion on spectatorship for 

the next chapter but for now my concern is to see how the inversion of the power roles in 

relation to the point of view in the film is triggered by the photographs. If the cinema is a 

window onto the world, as André Bazin once pointed out, then the frame of the 

photographs that captures Sunwha‟s face can function as a window onto the world of her 

ontological existence. Sunwha is constantly looking at herself and her reality through the 

frame of the window (the void in the photograph attached to the mirror), and 

simultaneously she is gazed on by not just Hangi but also the third eye, that is the gaze 

from another faceless self of Sunwha. Not until she revisits the same seashore does she 

realize the existence of the third viewpoint. After Sunwha had been freed from Hangi, 

who gave up his sadistic desire due to his growing feeling of love for her, she now finds 

herself on the beach and discovers the missing piece common to the photographs, that of 

the face. To her surprise, it was her own face and Hangi‟s that complete the mysterious 
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pictures (Figure 10, lower photos). 

Figure 10. Photos with Missing & Restored Faces 

 

 

Upper left, Sunwha fills up the torn portion of the photographs with her face, reflected in 

the mirror; upper right, amid Hangi’s frustration, Sunwha derives pleasure by framing 

herself in the photographs. Lower photos reveal that the photographs are actually 

completed by Sunwha and Hangi themselves. (Promotional stills courtesy of LJ Film and 

Prime Entertainment) 

 

At the moment when the torn photographs become whole, all the mysteries about 

the eyes or POVs in Nabbeun namja come to light. Aside from the eyes of Hangi and 

Sunwha, there are actually two more “nobody POVs” from nonexistent eyes that have 

been gazing at them. One is the sadistic omnipresent eye of power, diffused everywhere 

in the realm of the real, in which Sunwha and Hangi belong; the other is the eye from 
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another self of Sunwha in the realm of the imaginary, that can undermine the 

omnipotence of power. Regarding the former, the eye of power has been represented as 

the camera‟s viewpoint or third person‟s POV that looks at both Sunwha and Hangi. For 

instance, when they look at the sea together in the second seashore sequence, they are 

framed and photographed in spite of the fact there is no photographer in front of them but 

only endless sea (Figure 10, lower right photo). This reaffirms Foucault‟s statement on 

how the omnipresence of power forms the self and watches over it (Hangi and Sunwha in 

this context), even as the self becomes helpless by constantly being exposed to and gazed 

upon by power. More striking is the fact that the photographed image matches exactly the 

photograph that has been with Sunwha, which suggests that her life story had always-

already been photographically pre-inscribed by power, and one of its prescribed 

sequences was for her to encounter Hangi even before they had actually met. Now 

Sunwha and Hangi are rendered as actors who merely follow and repeat the history of the 

photograph, in a Nietzschean eternal recurrence of pain. 

However, the director provides a ray of hope for Sunwha as the photograph 

framed and captured by the omnipresent eye of power remains still for a while through a 

freeze-frame shot, and then dissolves with a fade-in by filling the image with a white 

nothingness. If the fade-out gives the impression of a black hole that absorbs and 

extinguishes everything, then the fade-in functions as a white hole that creates a sense of 

regeneration and resurrection as it may well symbolize for the healing of Sunwha. For 

this purpose, now the eye from another self of Sunwha in the realm of the imaginary 

comes into play. The moment Sunwha as a vulnerable half in the real meets with the eye 

of another absolute self from the imaginary as she had constantly looked at the frame of 
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the window and completed the puzzle of the photograph, she now turns into the Eve 

holding the phallus as Mi-young once did in Hae anseon, and thus become a totally 

subjective viewpoint. Now in her spectacle, the balance between disjunct times and 

spaces is broken down by her knowledge of power that allows her to see her ontological 

existence as well as the invisible arrow piercing the divisions between the past, the 

present, and the future of her life. And she accepts her amor fati, a love of fate (another 

Nietzschean concept), as she sets forth on her journey with Hangi at the end of the film. 

However, we must note that it is not a passive realization that she had to conform herself 

to the infinite world (predetermined drama), rather it is a true form of “the technology of 

the self” that she can liberate herself from “infinite power” as Nietzsche confessed: 

Amor fati:... Only the great pain as the ultimate liberator of the spirit...forces us 

philosophers to descend into our ultimate depths and to disabuse ourselves of all 

trusting, of everything good-natured, concealing, mild, mediocre, in which we 

have perhaps placed our humanity up until now...[and] out of the abyss of the 

great suspicion one returns newly born.... (Nishitani 51)
27

 

While Sunwha goes on her pilgrimage for her amor fati, Hangi, who believed 

himself (and was also believed in by the audience due to his visual predominance) as the 

subject exercising his sadistic power by looking and gazing at Sunwha, becomes nothing 

but a marionette whose existence was somehow determined by the fate of Sunwha. In her 

story, he is merely one of many episodes that are supposed to recur in her pilgrimage and 

thus, away from the eye of Sunwha, his ontological negative would be left in obscurity 

forever. 
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 Requoted from the epilogue to Nietzsche Contra Wagner. 

Á



78 

 

 

C. Summary 

In this chapter, I demonstrated how Nabbeun namja creates two different folds of 

meaning by examining the film from different perspectives. In its visual level, which I 

called its “thesis,” it creates a mimesis of gender politics. With the use of cinematic 

language (lighting, spatial division, camera movement and angle, etc.) the image of 

Hangi is represented as nothing more than a sadistic offender whose aim was simply to 

achieve love through cruel violence, while Sunwha is depicted as a mere masochistic 

victim, a role model for Korean women who had been suffering through patriarchal abuse. 

At this point, the movie seems fair game enough to be criticized by feminists. 

On the other hand, I also examined the differential meaning found in the movie‟s 

ideological text, which I called “antithesis,” in relation to the dynamic of point of view 

(power). Unlike the former story, the antithesis story renders Hangi as a victim who loses 

his power, signified as the inversion of subjective viewpoint in the film, while endowing 

the knowledge of power to Sunwha. By accepting her amor fati, Sunwha now moves on 

with her life with a greater activeness and with the realization of the true potential of the 

technology of the self with which she can liberate herself from “infinite power.” 

In other words, Nabbeun namja does amplify and over-visualize the patriarchal 

ideology as its thesis to convey to audiences an impression of the unforgivable violence 

of the patriarchal system through Hangi, rather than standing by Sunwha or Korean 

women in general. However, underneath such a mimesis of cruel reality, the antithesis 

does constantly tear open the thesis of gendered structure with the fine scalpel called POV. 

As a result of the clash between two distinct and conflicting texts, the synthesis 
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transpires by allowing audiences to perceive patriarchal reality, which is simultaneously 

undermined by the antithesis, much like a doctor demonstrating and autopsying the 

pathological body of patriarchy with a dissecting instrument to the wonderment of a 

startled audience in the medical theater. Hereby, such a synthesis makes Nabbeun namja 

progressive, allowing me to dub such an achievement as an aesthetic of sadomasochism, 

where the film itself becomes sadomasochist, a combination between sadism (thesis) and 

masochism (antithesis) in order to destroy the, as it turns out, illusory patriarchal power. 

Á



 

 

CHAPTER V. PORN, EROTICA, TECHNOLOGY, & DESIRE 

I don‟t care whether Gojitmal is seen as dirty, ugly, or evil pornography but all I 

care is that it may enlighten those Koreans who are still confined by Confucian 

ethics and thus judge Others to accept the existence of Others. It would be a 

profane dream to live and love without working in this fast-growing society. 

However, I like such rudeness.… 

 Sunwoo Jang (qtd. in Yeonho Lee 47)
28

 

Arguably, one of the most unpredictable directors in Korea would be Sunwoo 

Jang, whose artistic trajectory has been too Protean to sheave with one straw. The venue 

for his cinematic exploration shifted from the historical site of Gwangju by his talent in 

endowing a personality to the camera, venturing on the mean street of Others such as 

runaway youths and vagabonds left by the wayside during the transitional paradigm of 

power. He articulates their concerns with avant-garde experimentation by traversing the 

boundary between documentary and narrative fiction, and celebrates the perverse body as 

a kind of corporeal melodrama in the guise of the sadomasochistic frenzy of the visible. 

As a matter of fact, what distinguishes his auteurist signature out of such unpredictable 

variation is his compassion for the Other as well as an anarchistic ideology that intends to 

overturn the norms, hierarchy, and restrictions of power. Due to his political consistency 

to all the way till Gojitmal, Jang is appreciated as the Korean counterpart of Nagisa 

Ô shima, as Tony Rayns once praised him in his documentary titled The Jang Sun-Woo 

Variations. 
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 Excerpted from an interview with Sunwoo Jang, conducted by Giuseppina Mana for 

an Italian daily newspaper, Corriere della Sera, translated by Kino, a Korean film magazine (cf. 
Yeonho Lee). 
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However, Jang‟s radicalism had always fostered such massive succès de scandale 

in Korea, a trend that reached its apogee when Gojitmal was released. The negative 

response from local spectators could be tantamount to that of Bernardo Bertolucci‟s 

Ultimo tango a Parigi, Ô shima‟s Ai no corrida, and Pier Paolo Pasolini‟s Salò, 

undergoing heavy censorship whose resolution from the Korean media rating board had it 

temporarily ceased from public screening for almost six months on the grounds of 

immorality and its obscenity. Upon the release of its expurgated version that deleted 15 

minutes, the film was condemned once again as a sample of pornography by moralist 

opponents, while a few proponents asserted its artistic and political value by downplaying 

its pornographic properties. In sum, what Gojitmal fostered in Korea was an exhausting 

demonstration of the art-vs.-obscenity cliché and the heated conflicts between the two 

parties who appreciated or rejected it created an implicit demonization of the 

pornographic as its hidden discourse. Thus, my inquiry will revolve around the questions 

of, first, how and in what criteria can one define pornography and what kind of politics 

Gojitmal contains with its thematic use of the sadomasochistic frenzy of the visible; and 

next how a feminist can interpret the nymphomaniac or libertine image of Y, the female 

protagonist in the film. 

Thus, this chapter will be devoted mainly to the sadomasochistic film Gojitmal 

with three sections. I will first discuss the politics of sadomasochistic pornography to see 

the possibility for articulating the technology of desire where the self can subvert power. 

Second the image of female protagonist Y as a libertine and sexual revolutionist will be 

examined from the feminist point of view. Lastly I will discuss the nature and limitation 

of spectatorship on both Gojitmal and Nabbeun namja. 
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A. Yearning toward the Carnivalesque 

Historically, nothing more than the sexual body can elicit curiosity from human beings 

and as the arrival of technologies of media and popular culture, it was one of the first 

subjects that was captured and recorded by the eye of the machine, that is, the invention 

of pornography. However, such curiosity did not halt the recording of the rest of the 

physical body but expanded it to include the ideological and political entity. Lynn Hunt, 

author of The Invention of Pornography, describes such an entity as a “cultural battle 

zone” (13) where the body and desire, acting as “a vehicle for using the shock of sex” 

(10), were used to subvert the absolutism of power, religious orthodoxy, and conventional 

morality. Furthermore, the fact that pornography flourished during “the most major 

moments of the Renaissance, the Scientific Revolution, the Enlightenment and the French 

Revolution” (11) suggests that it not just could serve to unveil the dark side of power but 

also carried the potential to emancipate the self from the oppressive hegemony of power. 

However, during modernization particularly at the moment when women‟s rights 

in the U.S. began to be recognized, pornography was made a whipping-post by certain 

so-called feminists due to its external text that supposedly obscured the political subtext. 

For these activists, pornography performed the function of perpetuating and reinforcing 

patriarchal ideology by fragmenting and fetishizing the female body into erogenous 

components like the vagina, nipples, and rectum as well as projecting the female subject 

as a submissive whose pleasure derived from being raped and humiliated (Yeongjin Kim 

30-34). In fact, such argumentation seems plausible when one considers the subgenre 

called gonzo pornography for stag viewers, but it becomes questionable if the stag 
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pornographic text requisites were to be applied to the text of Gojitmal in the same manner, 

since the film is closer to the functions of erotica. Erotica would not always be in keeping 

with generic pornography in the sense that “the tension of the forbidden” is 

transgressively inscribed “into its fantasy” (Williams, Porn Studies 275) in order to 

subvert the authority of power, only incidentally eliciting sexual arousal. Further, 

Gojitmal frequently reveals reflexivity, a cinematic device to intercept the voyeuristic and 

narcissistic desires of the audience. 

Thus, it may be necessary to briefly introduce the new perspective on 

pornography that emerged out of Western cultures, with the paradigm shift from power to 

desire now used in approaching the pornographic text. One of the forerunners of anti-

censorship feminists would be Linda Williams. In her Hard Core, she analyzes the 

pornographic genre in terms of the pre/absence of the money shot (penile ejaculation) and 

meat shot (the penis in action) as the most essential “frenzy of the visible” (per the book‟s 

extended title), but she also reads the pornographic text‟s internal political values that 

reveal the frankness and valorousness of women‟s sexuality and desire without the threat 

of punishment, unlike the conventional Hollywood (and mainstream global) narrative 

cinema that frequently punish female characters as a result of their libertine displays. In 

accordance with Williams‟ logic, it might be more appropriate to say that Gojitmal is an 

erotic exemplar of pornography, in spite of its absence of money and meat shots, and 

whose lack of frenzy of the visible is supplemented by strong thematic material 

(sadomasochism). More specifically, it can be instead categorized as a subgenre of erotica, 

the sadi-max film that depicts “the course of the female protagonist‟s wide-ranging search 

for new and better sex characteristic of feature-length narrative hard core” (Williams, 
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Hard Core 198) with the practice of minor bondage, spanking, anal penetration, and other 

sadomasochistic “violence” as foreplay for genital coitus. In addition, Gojitmal is also 

political since Y is represented as a sexual outlaw whose search for her own pleasure is 

not punished but rather glamorized in the sense that she abandons her initial master J, 

who in turn became submissive for her further pleasure in the end. All things considered, 

one can say that Gojitmal is the pornography in pastiche style, whose frenzy of the visible 

is not intended not so much to give the pleasure to audiences but to provoke a skeptical 

view on the power that tames them. It is not my intention, however, to follow such 

ostensible and meaningless argumentation to distinguish whether the film is pornography 

or art. Instead, I have more interests in seeking to evaluate its subversive elements as a 

way for the technologization of desire. Thus the first inquiry raises the question of “what 

is sadomasochism desire for?” 

As a matter of fact, the trait that makes pornographic material subversive in 

relation to power and gender-enforcing hegemony is derived from its carnivalesque 

nature and so does Gojitmal partake of this feature. By looking into the carnival, a pre-

Lenten festivity during the Middle Ages where all the social norms, hierarchies, and 

religious orthodoxies of Roman Catholicism were temporally suspended while taboos and 

marginalized Otherness became major players in exploiting the liberation of the 

peasantry‟s imaginary, Mikhail Bakhtin points out its potentials as having a symbolic 

force to undermine the political authority and rigidity of social hierarchy through “a kind 

of orgiastic egalitarianism” (Stam, Subversive Pleasures 90). Introducing Bakhtin‟s 

notion of carnival to scholars of American popular culture, particularly in the area of film 

and popular culture, Robert Stam breaks down the notion of carnival, which may assist us 
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in understanding the subversive characteristics of Gojitmal. He enumerates: 

1. the valorization of Eros and the life force, an actualization of perennial 

nature myths…; 

2. …the concatenation of life and death, Eros and Thanatos, as crystallized 

by orgiastic sacrifice…; 

3. the notion of bisexuality and the practice of transvestism as a release from 

the burden of socially imposed sex roles; 

4. a corporeal semiotic celebrating the grotesque, excessive body and the 

“orifices” and “protuberances,” of the “lower bodily stratum”…; 

5. the foregrounding of social overturning and the counter-hegemonic 

subversion of established power…; 

ㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍ 

7. the topos of carnival as “gay relativity” and Janus-face ambivalence and 

ambiguity…; 

ㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍㆍ 

10. a perspective on language which valorizes the obscene…; 

11. a rejection of social decorum entailing a release from oppressive etiquette, 

politeness, and good manners; and 

12. the concept of an anticlassical aesthetic emphasizing not harmonious 

beauty and formal unity but rather asymmetry…the mesalliance. 

 (93-94) 

As these concepts literally suggest, there are strikingly parallel elements found in 
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Gojitmal and its sadomasochism. Although each categorization deserves to be fully 

analyzed, I decided to break down the narrative into three categories, each statement in 

Stam‟s list applicable one to another. These are: 1) the subversive element of 

sadomasochism (drawn from statements 5 and 11); 2) the element of orgiastic 

egalitarianism and emancipation through sadomasochism (statements of 1, 2, 3, and 7); 

and lastly 3) anti-aesthetics through asymmetry of language and body (statements 4, 10, 

and 12). I hope readers will be mindful that in spite of their differentiation in terms of 

form, aesthetics, and ideology, all of these elements are boiled down as one singular 

statement – that is, the subversion of power or the technology of desire that leads 

individuals to “freedom to,” that is to say, an ultimate object which this study had long 

been in search of. 

 

1. Subversion through Sadomasochism 

One of the most pivotal implications from the spirit of the carnivalesque is undoubtedly 

its subversive function of undermining established power. As I have discussed in the 

dynamics of power in relation to the self in Chapter 2, in the context of Korea the 

established power would be now the docile bodies who have not only internalized the 

discursive ideologies of power but also transpired them through appropriating an 

authoritarian personality as a result of the technology of the self. In Gojimal, such 

invisible diffusion of power into the docile body is signified as the eyes of various 

characters. For instance, wherever J and Y go together, like a restaurant, hotel, subway or 

taxicab, the camera lends its point of view to nearby people as a way of signifying the 

social apparatus of power such as social conventions, gender, and other social hierarchies 
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within capitalism, all of which will be ultimately cannibalized by Gojitmal. 

The film depicts a sadomasochistic sexual relationship between a married 

middle-aged sculptor, J, and an 18-year-old student, Y, in a blunt manner with complete 

omission of the initial stage of courtship. The only reason that makes such an unstable 

relationship possible is Y‟s obsession with avoiding rape, unlike what happened to her 

sisters, one of whom committed suicide as a result – which leads Y to her own journey to 

sexual violence and pleasure. From the beginning of the film, all the social norms and 

hierarchies are subjected to mockery and undermining. First, the audience will not 

observe any gentility from Y as she never speaks to J in a polite manner and even at some 

point their Confucianist age-structured hierarchy is overturned to the point where J 

answers Y‟s highhanded command in a highly honorific manner.
29

 Second, the notion of 

single-fling adultery is temporarily abandoned as J and Y focus exclusively on their lust 

by rendezvousing in hotels across Seoul. Lastly, the socially gendered structure is 

gradually jettisoned in the film, and even ultimately reversed by endowing masculinist 

power to Y. At a superficial level, then, social hierarchizations based on class, gender, and 

age, along with sexual apparatus, that determine Koreans‟ terms of normalcy are all 

discarded in Gojitmal‟s cinematic carnival. In fact, it is startling to discover that it is the 

law of jouissance or ultimate pleasure that dictates the characters‟ hierarchization within 

their constructed realm. There, collectivistic and epistemological values that permeate 

Korean social existence are terminated respectively by individualistic and ontological 

attitudes, to put it bluntly, for “anarchizing institutional hierarchy” (Stam, Subversive 

                                            
29

 In Korean culture, the everyday use of the native language in relation to social 

discourse is highly structured, virtually the reverse of the insistent informality of American 
English. This point will be further discussed later. 
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Pleasures 110), along with social conventions. From J‟s and Y‟s point of view, as we can 

deduce from several sequences, everything mundane seems absurd and irrational. For 

instance, when at one point J asks Y whether she wants to join a campaign against the 

construction of golf courses, the latter refuses by saying, “I like a country where even one 

single person‟s opinion can be respected.” What this implies is her sardonic perspective 

on illusory Korean democracy where dialogism as a fundamental aspect of the 

carnivalesque, allowing individuals to express different points of view and ways of 

thinking, is ignored and silenced by the monologism of the majority. The fine examples 

for her assertion would be drawn from actual reality, where the real-life proponents of 

Gojimal‟s release were often being silenced and labeled as immoral or perverse or where 

rights and even the existence of homosexuals and other non-heteronormative sexualities 

like those of J and Y are still being denied and stigmatized in Korean culture. Unlike the 

location of illusory democracy, it seems there are always two voices in the characters‟ 

own carnival, that is, pain and pleasure fulfilling their dialogism as the fundamental 

element for their democratic exchanges. Likewise, legitimate sexual discourse and the 

notion of beauty and ugliness are deconstructed as the pair indulges in sexual 

experimentation, replacing the vagina with the anus, defecation with scatological foreplay, 

and procreative love-making with extreme sadomasochism. In a similar manner, corporal 

punishment that had been long deemed as routine practice in school, military, and even 

some industrial sectors in Korea is turned into a method for intensifying pleasure 

alongside the transformation of materials, which were originally produced for industrial 

applications, into tools for ecstatic flagellation. With such transgressive re-appropriation 

of materials from industrial modernity for the purpose of fulfilling primitive and perverse 
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desires, Gojitmal symbolically mocks not only cherished capitalistic values but also 

orthodox Marxist ideology which had never been imaginative enough in transforming 

sexual desire as a means to expose the false pleasures of capitalism. For instance, one of 

the most radical sequences that signifies such anarchic ideals would be where J jeers at 

workers by asking aloud, “Can‟t we live without working?” as he and Y roam around the 

construction site to glean their flogging equipment (Figure 11). So contrasted is the 

juxtaposition of conflicting ideologies that audiences cannot help but burst into laughter 

at the couple‟s inability to be competitive without realizing that the people whom J and Y 

sneer at are, in fact, not diligent workers but the docile audiences that had been 

configured by modernity for industrial exploitation. 

Figure 11. Ideological Juxtaposition 

 

J and Y jeering at workers while scrounging for their flogging equipment. (Promotional 

still courtesy of Korea Films and Shin Cine Communications) 

 

In fact, what affirms Gojitmal‟s radicalism and subversion lies in its theme, 

sadomasochism itself. With a premise that “celebrates social inversions” (Stam, 
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Subversive Pleasures 110) – i.e., masters to slaves, adults to children, pain to pleasure and 

men to women – and that creates artificial and consensual rules among its aficionados, 

S&M makes power fluctuational and turns it into scripted comicality by acting as a sort 

of ritualized parody wrenched from the patriarchal scenario. In other words, rather than 

submitting to absolutist power, S&M stimulates and utilizes power as a way of 

technologizing desire. Here the technology of desire should be differentiated from the 

technology of the self, since the former actively and subversively transforms power into 

the source of desire or ultimate freedom, unlike the latter where the self subordinates 

itself to power for the sake of a lopsided “freedom from.” The way to technologize desire 

is well drawn from the masochistic mechanism. For masochists‟ gratification, they allow 

power to control and confine them more and more harshly and strictly so that they can 

transfer its restrictive effects to their own pleasure, much like in the principle of “the 

harsher it is, the more pleasure they get.” In this sense, the control of law becomes 

paradoxically a heuristic source for masochistic pleasure, as Deleuze wrote in “Coldness 

and Cruelty”: “The masochist regards the law as a punitive process and therefore begins 

by having the punishment inflicted upon himself; once he has undergone the punishment, 

he feels that he is allowed or indeed commanded to experience the pleasure that the law 

was supposed to forbid” (88). 

One good example of the victory of the technology of desire can be found in the 

relationship between Gojitmal and censorship. If we regard the film itself as a masochist 

and censorship as the apparatus of power that needs to control the rampage of desire for 

the maintenance of social order, we wind up with an oxymoronic question: “Who censors 

(controls) whom?” As Foucault precisely pointed out in Discipline and Punish, power has 
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evolved and reinforced its effectiveness and legitimacy by concealing its cruel face, 

learning from the aftermath of people‟s resistance against its more visible exercise of 

violence in the still-recent past (e.g., the May 1968 student riots in France and the 1980 

Gwangju uprising in Korea, as well as the 1986 people-power revolution in the 

Philippines). As a result, the spectacle of the public scaffold has transformed into the 

execution chamber, where few select persons are allowed to observe, and the feudal or 

military despotism yielded to democracy whose fundamental principle maintains that all 

people are equal before the law. However, what Foucault could not foresee then would be 

the self-defeating consequence of power, where it has to maintain its benevolent face but 

at the same time control madness and pleasure, while the self gradually technologizes its 

resistant response by accumulating a store of intangible and invisible desire. Going back 

to the context of the game between Gojitmal (masochism) and censorship (law), now it 

becomes possible to see the fate of power. Under the name of democracy that proclaims 

everyone free to enjoy her freedom of expression, the law of power now finds its 

dilemma in controlling such subversive desires as if power has wound up eating its own 

tail. The most legitimate way out of this impasse would be to create a practicable device, 

that is, a strategic censorship to curb the potential effect of a film that can undermine the 

established system of power. Nonetheless, such effort will end up frustrated since 

masochistic films do not care about the result of their struggles but strictly enjoy the 

pleasure derived from the process of resistance itself. In reality, the triumph always-

already goes to the masochist as local censorship ironically made Gojitmal, as a sort of 

slippery effect, more successful in attracting more audiences in Korean society. 

Not only does the technology of desire through sadomasochism deconstruct 
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power to suit its sexual practitioners‟ appetites, it also deconstructs the general gender-

binding prejudice that only women can be masochistic, as Gojitmal demonstrates. In fact, 

the primary determinant of roles in S&M would not anymore be gender but rather the 

kind of society that the players belong to, which I will discuss further in the following 

section. 

 

2. Orgiastic Egalitarianism & Emancipation through Sadomasochism 

In the film, bisexuality or the practice of transvestism is manifested as an inversion of the 

S&M roles between J and Y. At their initial stage of sadomasochistic play, J plays a 

sadistic role; later his socially scripted role turns into a masochist whose pleasure can be 

blessed by the will of his dominatrix, Y, with her cane. In order to understand their role 

reversal, it would be necessary to begin with some psychoanalytic factors. The genesis of 

sadism and masochism with different perspectives is well argued in Linda Williams‟ 

Hard Core (210-13), so I will slightly readjust it to see the transition from sadism to 

masochism. 

In psychoanalytic theory, the frustration of the Oedipal aim is generally agreed as 

a primary determinant for the genesis of male sadism. According to these Oedipal 

thinkers, the symbolic equivalent of matricide occurs during the stage where the male 

child retreats from his incestuous desire toward his mother in order to enter the phallic 

law of the father. As its consequence, the child drives out his infertile ego, substituting it 

with a cruel superego that will be overinvested, in turn creating thanatos. The moment 

the death instinct is directed outward, he will behave as a kind of torturer who looks out 

for his potential “external victims” (Williams, Hard Core 210-11). 
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However, such elementary sadism is not firm in nature in the sense that it can be 

transformed into masochism if the child‟s sadistic impulse turns inward into himself, a 

psychological phenomenon similar to auto-sadism that we have seen from the character 

of Hangi in Nabbeun namja. In fact, such an ambiguity in sadomasochism clearly 

suggests a transition from sadism to auto-sadism, and to masochism and probably vice 

versa as Freud had mentioned: “masochism is nothing but a continuation of sadism 

directed against one‟s own person” (Freud, “Three Contributions” 570). Opposing the 

phallic-law determinants, some thinkers like Gilles Deleuze and Gaylyn Studlar approach 

the emergence of masochism by seeing the mother as the primordial determinant in 

relation to the pre-Oedipal stage, where the child‟s ego feels complete comfort and 

oneness with his mother. For this pre-Oedipal school, what is driven out is not the ego 

that seeks to identify with the mother but the sadistic superego that will “assume the role 

of his torturer” (Williams, Hard Core 211), thus seeking complete oral gratification from 

the memory of his complete union and oneness with his mother by rejecting his own 

phallus and suspending his genital pleasure, all of which hinders him from returning to 

his infertile sexuality (Studlar 15-16). The question then is what triggers the 

transformation and intermediation between two such different psychological 

characteristics. 

Although there is no clear intermediate stage to explain the shift from sadism to 

masochism, it can be partly understood if one borrows the social constructivist‟s 

perspective that sees sadomasochism as a mechanism for escape. In Gojitmal, it would be 

possible to conclude that J is victimized by patriarchal society, specifically his upbringing 
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under an authoritative “parent” in spite of the absence of his father.
30

 His character 

throughout the film projects femininity, reticence, diffidence, politeness, and physical 

slightness, all of which clearly suggest that he fails to fulfill the demands of socially 

imposed masculinity in a patriarchal society. However, he has to conceal his weakness 

and thus his hyper-masculinity occasionally comes to the fore, as we see from his sadistic 

role in the beginning. This social discrepancy between his supposed identity as a man or 

phallic warrior and his real ego provides us a clue in understanding his presupposed 

orientation toward masochism. In other words, J, who was forced to stay within the 

phallic law of the father, may see Y as the external victim on whom he could exercise his 

urge to feed his superego with violence. However, his suppressed ego occasionally 

springs up as a sort of isostasy for the self-aware subject especially, when he could not 

bear the burden of the phallus or expected aggressive masculinity imposed on him. 

Finally, in rejecting it, his suppressed ego becomes overinvested to the point of 

eventually making him perceive Y as his forgotten mother, who can now grant him 

complete emancipation that he can achieve by disavowing his constructed phallus 

through pain. His description during his first submissive attempt (Figure 12) being 

whipped by Y, that it “feels like coming home,” penetrates the unconsciousness of most 

Korean men who are now living under the constant oppressive burdens of a long-term 

patriarchal system. 

Figure 12. Feels Like Home 

                                            
30

 Gojitmal was based on Jungil Jang‟s novel Tell Me a Lie, for which the novelist was 

sentenced to six months in prison due to obscenity charges. The film adaptation does not employ 

the authority of the father, unlike the novel whose main theme was the oppressive paternal 
authority and sadomasochism as a replacement for parricide. 
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After taking his first masochistic role, J confesses how it “[feels] like coming home,” 

signifying his upbringing under an authoritative “parent.” (Promotional still courtesy of 

Korea Films and Shin Cine Communications) 

 

Likewise, in line with such a socio-psychological point of view on the 

mechanism of sadomasochism, one would say that for Y, J could stand as the powerful 

phallus of the father that she desires to fill her lack with and yet is forbidden from doing 

so. Such incestuous desire would create unconscious feelings of guilt, which transform 

her desire to be loved to a desire to be beaten by her imaginary father. Thus, Y initially 

submits herself like an empty canvas on which J can paint his sadistic desire with his 

flagellation tools. However soon enough, her passive desire turns gradually into active 

expression and renders her as a dominatrix who overcomes her Electra complex and 

seizes the phallus from J, who now is constantly begging to be punished. The fact that she 

voluntarily chooses to lose her virginity to J rather than be raped as her sisters had been, 

and that she jubilates after learning the news that her authoritarian brother had died from 

a motorcycle accident, suggests her fatal coldness and cruelty as a way to subvert the 
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power that had preyed on her. 

In short, what determines the role in S&M scene is not socially scripted gender 

but socio-psychological realities, to put it bluntly, the kind of society and power that 

oppresses the self. In the case of Y and J, their power dynamic results in orgasmic 

egalitarianism, a sort of zero point where both sadist and masochist can achieve their 

delirium and emancipation from the social burden through a symbiosis of incestuous 

rituals, and through sexualizing their own crisis. 

 

3. Anti-Aesthetics through Asymmetry of Language and Body 

It would be too space-consuming to spell out the nature of language that not only 

contains dialects, jargon, and other different types of expressions, but also implies socio-

ideological values that dichotomize class, gender, and other social identities. Due to its 

political dimension or “language/power intersection” (Stam, Subversive Pleasures 77), 

we are unconsciously governed by the system of language, and thus vulgarities for the 

description of sexual desire and the body would be located in the lowest stratum in any 

language system. In this respect, my argument regarding the abusive and vulgar language 

of the carnivalesque begins with a brief mind-screen flashback to the film Nabbeun 

namja, where Hangi speaks only one line: “Love for a scumbag? Love?” after he has 

virtually collapsed from letting Sunwha go free. Such a single painful outcry gives us a 

good starting point by asking why he enforces silence on himself all the way to the end. It 

was not due to the injury on his throat that made him unable to talk but the system of 

language that divides the two entities: one is the language of the underworld, where a 

“scumbag” like Hangi lives, and the other is the imaginary world where Sunwha had 
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lived, until Hangi intervened. In spite of the social difference between them stratified by 

(among other things) the language system, Hangi desires her as his first – and last –

utterance paradoxically suggests. However, in her world, the signifier for Hangi is 

nothing but a pervert, crackpot, or scumbag, and thus the linguistic system prohibits 

Sunwha from mixing with such a “bad” guy. Being aware of this fact, Hangi gives up his 

verbal command to enter her world, her objet petit a, as his silent resistance rejects the 

social norms, standards, and institutions that function in the world of Sunwha. 

To return to Gojitmal, then: if Hangi chose to take the path of passive resistance, 

Y and J are far more active and subversive in dismantling the system of the language by 

all means necessary. In Gojitmal verbally obscene language that fetishizes sensitive body 

parts as well as certain sexual practices is frequently unearthed from the subliminal realm 

of language without any sanitization of its vulgar nature. Instead of using words like 

“deflower,” “copulate,” or “fellate,” their cruder equivalents like “fuck,” “cock,” “pussy,” 

and “suck” are wielded. The question then would be why Gojitmal employs such vulgar 

language unlike a film such as Pier Paolo Pasolini‟s Salò, which is scripted with elegantly 

interwoven language from literary sources yet armed with as great a sense of subversion. 

The answer may lie in one of the most primordial natures of the carnivalesque that 

anarchizes the “vitality of parole against the ossified rigidities of langue” (Stam, 

Subversive Pleasures 85). For instance, if a form of langue such as “Do you have the 

time?” has the same context as “I want to fuck you!” then each parole would be 

determined by the system of power that operates the language order. And that is exactly 

what Gojitmal would aim for in scandalizing its listeners and subverting the 

power/language intersection that suffocates the richness of the language of freedom and 
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desire. 

Furthermore, with the fetishization of obscene language related to sex organs and 

certain sexual positions, Gojitmal creates a sort of grotesque realism which makes 

audiences believe that the cruel performances enacted by Y and J are real. This insight is 

well pointed out in Lynn‟s Porn Studies: 

To enact social transgression and a kind of hyperrealism, obscene language 

fetishizes certain words related to sex; the obscene word substitutes for the body 

part in question but, in the process, acquires the status of a fetish. As a 

consequence, the original emphasis on realism paradoxically devolves into a form 

of the grotesque…. (37) 

Furthermore, Sunwoo Jang fetishizes even the film itself by naming some of its chapters 

as three orificial deflorations (First, Second, and Third Holes), reminiscent of how 

Pasolini divided his film Salò into the Anteinferno, the Circle of Manias, the Circle of 

Shit, and the Circle of Blood. If there is one difference between the two films, it would be 

Jang‟s parodic mockery of the literary aesthetics of the masterpiece. 

The use of verbally obscene language is not the only tact employed in the film to 

subvert power and hegemonic language. Aside from its political dimension, Gojitmal also 

mocks the limitation of phonetics by creating a kind of erotic language that intersects 

both pain and pleasure. It is the framed language of sadomasochism having the 

characteristics of creativity, reciprocity, and equality, all of which are, more or less, myth 

in the context of the language/power system. First, it is creative in the sense that any 

object or thing can be invested with pleasurable connotations such as rod, cane, whip, and 

so forth. To extrapolate from Marshall McLuhan, who would say that transportation is an 
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extension for ours legs, telecommunication is for our ears, and film for our eyes, one 

would say the flagellation tools that Y and J scrounge from their everyday lives would be 

the extension of their sensual language and even genitals. Second, S&M language is 

reciprocal and consensual. And just like their language system, S&M practitioners define 

the language and rules regarding hierarchical roles, identities, class, doable orders and 

limitations, as suggested in the film. For instance, before they enter the frame of S&M, Y 

and J clearly arrange their preliminary scripts together, such as the number of strokes one 

can take, the type of floggers, and the intensity of punishment. Thus the power of 

language given to the master does not hold any privilege by itself, unlike the 

omnipresence of language in the socio-cultural arena, and even makes it temporary and 

convertible. Lastly such dialogistic dynamics eventually fulfill the third characteristic of 

S&M language, equality, thus creating a potential for what Bakhtinians would call the 

“translinguistics” of eroticism that would “combat the persecutory power of an array of 

monologisms” (Stam, Subversive Pleasures 186). 

Cinema has also long been deemed a language not merely in terms of its literal 

linguistic narrative but also in the way that films depict their narratives with their own 

grammar, expressed with a variety of range, angle, camera movement, point of view, 

editing, shot composition (syntax) and other techniques. In this regard, what Gojitmal 

makes obscene with its cinematic language is, in fact, not the fetishized body for 

spectators but their expectations, or what Mulvey calls “fetishistic scopophilia” (Mulvey 

21) by desexualizing the body through its reflexivity and its asymmetry between body 

and shot. 

First, regarding reflexivity, Gojitmal begins with an interview with the male 
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protagonist. During the interview, audiences observe the shaky camera, crude images, 

and intrusions of the production staff, all of which implies the soon-to-be frustration of 

most spectators whose expectation was to fulfill their narcissistic desire from the 

beginning. In fact, like the film Nappun yeonghwa, such distancing intrusions 

continuously pop in and distract the spectators‟ gaze as if reminding the audience of the 

fact that what they are gazing at is mere constructed reality. For instance, one of the most 

eccentric scenes would be the first sex sequence between J and Y where, in sniffing Y‟s 

armpit, J all of sudden narrates, “It is said that a demon has no smell, then is she a devil?” 

by directly looking at the camera and thus at the film‟s spectators (Figure 13, left photo). 

So confusing is his comment that it is hard for audiences to appreciate the fine piece of 

pornography unfolding. Likewise, the film rejects elements of conventional pornography 

(including generic films) that incite sexual arousal through voyeurism in spite of its 

formal invitation as visual pornography. Second, the principle of “maximum visibility” 

(Williams, Hard Core 48-49) is also discarded in the film by its avoidance of generic 

conventions such as close-ups or camera angles that emphasize genitals in action. Rather, 

in spite of its considerable number of sex scenes that constitute almost the entire running 

time, the monotonously repetitive sexual spectacles dissolve into a minimalist haze by 

virtue of the astute use of cinematic language (i.e., defocusing, slow/fast motion, long-

takes with static angle, low-key or ultra-high-key lighting, blurring effects, compliant 

camera‟s POV overlaid with comic music as suggested in Figure 13, middle and right 

photos). 

Figure 13. Cinematic Desexualization: Devil’s Smell, Minimal Visibility. 
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Left to right: J asking audiences whether Y is a devil or not; monotonic sex scene with 

low-key lighting with static angle; desexualizing edit with superimposition of light and 

blurring effects. (Promotional stills courtesy of Korea Films and Shin Cine 

Communications) 

 

Lastly Gojitmal optimizes the political nature of pornography by desexualizing 

and degendering the cinematic body. Unlike conventional primitive pornography where 

the body is stereotypically iconized with huge penis (for masculinity) and outsize breasts 

(for maternity), it seems both J and Y lack porn performers‟ physical prerequisites. Rather, 

spectacles involving their bodies are desexualized with grotesque images of the laceration 

of their skin from excessive flagellation as their preoccupation with sadomasochism goes 

on. Another interesting point can be also found from the use of point of view. In general, 

especially in pornography, it is the male protagonist who determines the camera‟s POV. 

Through the eyes of men, female bodies and genitals are conscripted, screened, and gazed 

at. However, the law of the male point of view is generally violated in Gojitmal by either 

turning over the point of view to Y (usually for ordinary interactions with J) or choosing a 

third-person perspective (usually for sex scenes). It is, in fact, J who is frequently being 

“looked” at. For instance, during the interview scene between J and Y after having their 

first intercourse, J appears in the frame asking Y why she decided to lose her virginity 

and only her voice can be perceived in the same frame but not her appearance, suggesting 

it is Y who looks at J. Similarly, in the coffee-shop sequence, the camera‟s POV is 
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aligned with Y looking at J, who behaves uneasily due to his concern about other people 

taking note of their considerable age gap, a tabooed arrangement in Korea. 

In short, Gojitmal deconstructs the rule of a language system that creates social 

hierarchy and gendered structure by means of anti-aesthetification and asymmetry of 

phonetic/cinematic language and body. Furthermore, the sexual scenes are not glamorized 

as erotic but are presented as grotesque, to optimize the political meaning from 

pornographic displays. 

 

B. Unveiling the Unspeakable Desire of Eve 

With the advent of capitalism emphasizing productivity and its profit value, sexuality was 

further dichotomized into two folds: either procreative sexuality that enabled 

mobilization of manpower for labor,
31

 or unproductive copulation. As a result, the latter 

cases have been studied, organized, and diagnosed as deviant abnormality or perversion 

by means of scientia sexualis, the exploration of scientific truth on sexuality (Foucault, 

History of Sexuality 51-73). Gender that closely intersected with sexuality was not 

exempted from its effect. With the solidification of the apparatus of sexuality into 

everyday life, a woman would be consequently forced into the private space as a child 

bearer or sex toy whose responsibility was to satisfy the male impulse. By following the 

patriarchal system, conventional narrative cinema has implanted the traditional image of 

women in its narrative as a strategy to draw more male viewers and eventually perpetuate 

                                            
31

 This point can be well observed in the Philippines today or in Korea during its 

industrialization period. In the context of the Philippines, not only does the religious ideology 

facilitate procreation, it is also being sanctioned by the government agenda that sees profit 

potential for manpower export, inasmuch as we see most of the country‟s GNP comes from its 
overseas workers. 

Á



103 

 

the gendered system. This fact has been intensively discussed by feminist film theorists 

as Mulvey pointed out in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” that women are 

constantly being fetishized and eroticized to satisfy male fantasies and as a result of their 

provocation or threat of male castration (onscreen) women need to be punished in the 

resolutions of “illusionistic narrative film” (25). However, one could raise the question, 

“Do all cinematically victimized women serve to uphold patriarchal ideology?” If so, 

how about Sunwha who is being constantly victimized and exploited by Hangi in 

Nabbeun namja? Is she simply a victim, as most feminists asserted in Korea? Surely, the 

film shows the logic of patriarchy in its superficial text, portraying Sunwha as a 

vulnerable, passive, and submissive masochist who is gazed at and dominated by the 

actively aggressive sadist, Hangi. However, neither Sunwha nor Hangi in their sub-

contexts satisfies what Mulvey calls a fetishized woman whose role is supposed to give 

men voyeuristic and narcissistic pleasure and to be punished by male audiences endowed 

with omnipotent power by the phallogocentric system. Rather, she is the one who 

controls and even creates the existence of Hangi for her pre-scripted story of life, as I had 

analyzed (cf. the previous chapter) in the film‟s power dynamics in relation to point of 

view. Furthermore, by straightforwardly unveiling how the patriarchal system oppresses 

the body of woman, Nabbeun namja achieves its political value against patriarchal 

system, making it as progressive genre film. Barbara Klinger in 

“„Cinema/Ideology/Criticism‟ Revisited” defines the progressive genre as having “three 

qualities: a pessimistic world view, stylistic self-consciousness, and formal excess and 

the valuation of anti-classical difference” (80-86), all of which can be found in Nabbeun 

namja. Armed with its stylistic mise-se-scène with a creative re-appreciation of ordinary 
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object and images (i.e., the mirror as a way of communication, glass as a tool for 

violence) as well as its excessiveness of film-noir elements, Nabbeun namja unveils the 

social/ideological location of women constantly suffering from the violence of 

masculinized society in Korea. Thus, a tenaciously pessimistic portrayal of anti-

womanism is in fact what makes the film paradoxically subversive, further enabling 

spectators to conceive and deconstruct the visible violence of patriarchal system unlike 

the classical narrative cinema cunningly devised with its hidden agenda. 

What I try to suggest so far is that the external image or text in films does not 

necessarily hold its internal values in the same manner; an even better example is 

represented by the genre of pornography. In spite of its external text that seems to 

confirm some feminists‟ fears that it propagates male domination over women through 

the commodification of female sexuality, the type of pornography that celebrates 

unconventional or socially tabooed sexuality always-already contains its internal 

subversive context that can undermine instituted patriarchal ideology. Given such a 

premise, I would like to look closely into the image of Y and her gendered location in 

relation to J from the feminist perspective. 

The first step for this objective begins with understanding her motive to 

surrender her virginity. What initiated her into sexual exploration was her traumatic 

obsession with avoiding rape, as her sisters had been raped by men. Instead of waiting for 

her turn at being raped, she simply decides to lose her virginity on her own terms. In this 

sense, she was entrapped by patriarchal structure where women unconsciously fear the 

potential violence of men in their everyday life. However, the fact that she chooses her 

own destiny makes her story different from the tragedy of women in typical melodrama 
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(e.g., the Korean “hostess” film genre of the ‟70s) where they usually end up selling their 

sexuality in a brothel after being entrapped by patriarchal agency (i.e., money, love, 

human trafficking, etc.). So active and libertine is her attitude toward sexuality that she 

refuses to give herself even any space for the traditional role of women – 

physical/psychological fragility, reliance on men, even romantic longing for a knight in 

shining armor. Rather, with an imposing air, she commands J to lick her clitoris and to 

fill her orifice, and confesses to J that she had intercourse with her old professor while he 

was away. Likewise, she completely deconstructs the gendered myth as she rejects the 

submissive and passive role as a supposed fragile vessel for the phallus but plays instead 

a cold, cruel, lustful libertine out to dismantle the phallus. 

Second, the fact that her initial role was masochist would give spectators a hint 

that she is no different from other submissive women. As a matter of fact, it was her 

masochistic image where she answers “I love you” whenever being whipped by J that 

provoked heavy objection from Korea‟s so-called feminists. For them, it was no different 

from their long-time enemy, the iconographic woman in pornography who gasps from 

pleasure while being raped. However, before over-generalizing Gojitmal‟s external text, 

one would need to rethink further the power dynamics between J and Y by questioning 

“Who is in control in the S&M episode?” As I had explained earlier, within the power 

dynamics between a sadist and a masochist in a genuinely consensual S&M episode, 

experts from Freud onward agree that it is the masochist who indeed controls the sadist. 

In Gojitmal, J constantly asks Y about her limitation in taking his punishment such as the 

intensity, position, and number of strokes, the type of instruments, etc. What this 

indicates is that the sadist, J, has to obtain consent/approval from his masochist, Y. And 
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in doing so, the masochist creates and sets her law and language that paradoxically 

dominates the sadist. In this regard, the feminists‟ argumentation that rendered Y‟s 

masochistic role to a mere victim of the patriarchal system fails to hold any transgressive 

political validity. Another criticism relating to the issue of gender can also be derived 

from the possible exploitation of the actress portraying Y during the film‟s production 

stage, a question of realism that caused, for instance, the outcry from the controversial 

film Snuff (dir. Michael Findlay, Roberta Findlay, and Horacio Fredriksson) during its 

exhibition in New York. Due to the ontological realism of its photographic pornography, 

“the filmic representation of an actual person engaged in sexual acts is exactly the same 

as if witnessed in the flesh” (Williams, Hard Core 185). Such a successfully realistic 

impression might have affected those feminists in the same manner. No one would know, 

however, whether the actress (in this case of Y) was really exploited or not during the 

production stage except the person herself. On this matter, an excerpt from the interview 

with the actress who played Y, Tae Yeon Kim, conducted by Italian daily newspaper, La 

Stampa, would give a definite answer to the vexed question. On being asked about her 

motive to choose the character Y, she answered: 

I was reluctant at first but soon I was fascinated by the idea that I am going to star 

in a film that goes against the Confucian ethos which governs our way of thinking 

and behavior in everyday life in Korea. Also, this idea was particularly helpful in 

deciding to be Y since I thought her subversive image would contribute to the 

sexual liberation among Korean women, whose virginity has to be preserved for 
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their wedding night – although I am not sure whether they will watch the film. 

(Yeonho Lee 49)
32

 

As this indubitably shows, Tae Yeon Kim‟s comment renders the question of actual 

exploitation meaningless. Even before Y deconstructs the myth of gender in the diegesis 

of Gojitmal, the actual actress already initiated the dismantling process by her own will in 

real life. Furthermore, the reflexivity that spectators can observe throughout the whole 

running time of Gojitmal suggests it is merely a re-construction of reality. All things 

considered, those criticisms raised regarding the image of Y constitute a narrow-minded 

assumption based on the critics‟ unreflected Confucian moral ethos. 

Lastly, J and Y‟s immersion in sadomasochism depicts an orgiastic 

egalitarianism by transcending the notion between domination/submission, 

activeness/passivity, and sadistic man/masochistic woman. In effect, such inversion or 

transcendence not only destroys the male-centric sexual narrative that starts with penile 

stimulation and ends with ejaculation, it also de-genders socially scripted gender roles. 

For instance, in Gojitmal, the phallus of J does not hold the socially inscribed symbolic 

meaning of power but serves as a mere source for Y‟s pleasure. In order words, what is 

being scrutinized and fetishized in the context of Gojitmal is not Y‟s naked body but J‟s 

penis as a pleasurable object for his partner. Furthermore, the fact that Y leaves J for her 

search for ultimate pleasure at the end of film even symbolically suggests the castration 

of the phallus, reducing it to the equivalent of the lowered stature of the iconographic 

image of women who have been constantly raped and punished in conventional narrative 

cinema. Aside from the private domain for their sadomasochistic ritual, such gender 

                                            
32

 The original text appears in the Italian daily newspaper, La Stampa, written by 
Simonetta Robony. 
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reversal is also observable in the movie‟s public spaces such as coffee shops, streets, 

subways, and restaurants. In spite of the considerable age gap between them, Y does not 

seem to care about the people surrounding them, unlike J who pretends he is an older 

brother of Y in order to legitimize their relationship in the eyes of others. Due to such a 

feminized male protagonist, the camera grants power to the masculinized female 

protagonist who gazes at and scolds J‟s passivity. However, it would be in part her 

commanding aggressiveness that leads her to be a monstrous murderer as she plots to kill 

her brother, the panopticon who had been constantly monitoring her every move. After 

tinkering with her brother‟s motorcycle to ensure its malfunction, she kept informing him 

of her whereabouts so that her brother could track her down with his now-impaired 

phallus, the motorcycle. Later, when she learns that her brother had faced instantaneous 

death from the accident, she dances with joy by shouting “freedom” without any pang of 

conscience. What such cruelty signifies is the forbidden hope among Korean women who 

have been historically castrated and occasionally even destroyed by patriarchal ideology, 

and thus invokes a sort of identification as collective vengeance from female audiences. 

That would be a truly unforgivable act which must be punished in conventional narrative. 

However, instead of sending Y to the scaffold of patriarchal justice, Gojitmal sets her free 

for her further search for pleasure, thus offering the message of symbolic freedom to any 

Korean women who wish to partake of it. 

 

C. Invisible Imaginary Screen & Spectators 

 Generally, humans have desired to satisfy their narcissistic fantasy and the cinema plays 

a role in fulfilling such desire by reflecting what we want to see and experience in the 
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frame. Thanks to such nature of reflectivity that provides voyeuristic pleasure, spectators 

enthusiastically come to see cinematic content and images of taboo that have not been 

taught anywhere in society or ethics, as what happened in the case of Goijitmal and 

Nabbeun namja. In fact, these two films unexpectedly drew the biggest box-office among 

all other films directed by Sunwoo Jang and Kiduk Kim mainly because of the lascivious 

controversy over their pornographic image and alleged phallocentric narrative. However, 

it turned out that they also became some of the most denounced films in Korean film 

history, suffering stigmatization either as obscenity that undermined public morals or as 

propaganda for penis fascism that upholds patriarchal ideology. The question is what 

would have caused such negativism from audiences although they gazed willingly on the 

screen from their unadmitted desire to see images of taboo. Were the visual or narrative 

texts not lascivious or patriarchal enough to satisfy their voyeuristic expectation? Or was 

there any image that spectators did not want to see after all, frustrating the fulfillment of 

their narcissistic satisfaction from the screen? Likewise, such unusual box-office success 

followed with stigmatization by those same spectators gives rise to a question of 

spectatorship in Korea. 

 As Sergei Eisenstein suggested in his theory of montage a long while earlier, the 

visual image does not directly get in focus on the spectator‟s retina but passes through a 

series of explicative and filtering processes before arriving at its destination, 

spectatorship. Due to spectatorial subjectivity, the result of spectatorship can vary one 

from another, just as some branded Goijitmal and Nabbeun namja as social excreta while 

few others identified themselves with and expressed sympathy for characters in those 

films. What this suggests is that there is a sort of invisible screen between spectators and 
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the screening of film that filters the images audiences do not want to see or believe and 

leave only ideal images to satisfy their visual pleasure, more specifically their narcissistic 

satisfaction, just as a toddler would be pleased with her image in a mirror. This would be 

admittedly the simplest summary for what psychoanalytic feminist theorists have been 

arguing in relation to spectatorship. Although I am not content with their dichotomous 

view of audiences, I have to acknowledge that Korean audiences then could be 

considered analogous to those audiences Mulvey speculated on, since the majority of 

Korean audiences coincidentally had almost the same proportion of negative responses 

after viewing the said films; and most than anything, they were docile viewers if my 

analysis from Chapter II supports my assumption. In fact, it is understandable where such 

collective discord had originated from if one further thinks of what constructs their 

invisible screen. It is the interwoven result from a complex national worldview, 

ideological values, and cultural spectrum. The problem of such spectra lies, however, in 

the fact that such values were then greatly influenced by the social apparatus of 

established power that reduced contemporary Koreans audiences to docility. With this 

premise, one may deduce their primal object in gazing at the images from Goijitmal and 

Nabbeun namja, that is, a narcissistic fantasy where both male and female audiences 

unconsciously wished to identify themselves with the sadomasochistic normalcy 

(prototypical of sadomasochism discussed in Chapter II) of power as another form of the 

technology of the self, by reaffirming their bonds through gazing at familiar images of 

patriarchal sexism, heterosexism, and other social conventions. Perhaps, this statement 

would puzzle non-Korean readers since most criticisms were exactly against some of 

those categories like the issue of exploitation of women and that of phallogocentrism. In 
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order to understand this paradoxical statement, it is imperative to begin with a brief 

introduction on the psychological dimension of narcissism and its relationship to the 

propensity of spectatorship. 

Freud suggested the ambivalence between love and hate in relation to the 

narcissistic instincts of the ego in “Instincts and their Vicissitudes.” According to him, the 

ego at its initial stage can satisfy its narcissistic instincts simply because it is auto-erotic. 

However, once the ego is exposed to the external world that possibly contains a source of 

displeasure, the initial ego evolves further into a “purified pleasure-ego” and divides the 

external world into two folds in terms of a pleasure/unpleasure polarity. If the pleasure-

ego perceives the pleasurable stimuli from the external world or object, it will be 

incorporated and be loved by the ego while the latter will be hated, as Freud wrote: “If 

later on (after the division of the external world) an object turns out to be a source of 

pleasure, it is loved, but it is also incorporated into the ego; so that for the purified 

pleasure-ego once again objects coincide with what is extraneous and hated” (136). 

And thus for Freud the genesis of hate derives from the ego‟s struggle for its narcissistic 

instincts. 

If one applies the psychoanalytic love-and-hate dimension onto spectatorship, 

one could say that the narcissistic ego of spectators consequently displays affection (as a 

form of love) for the images or spectacles that satisfy their narcissistic ego while 

displaying aggressiveness (as a form of hate) toward the counterpart of those images. In 

this respect, one can further deduce the nature of spectatorship on Goijitmal and Nabbeun 

namja where the spectators want to fall in narcissistic love with the signifiant from 

characters onscreen whose signifie had been screened and selected by their invisible 
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screen for their favorite narcissistic appetite. For instance, suppose that what male 

audiences wanted to gaze and introject in the dark theater would be the spectacles that 

they were familiar with (e.g., patriarchal images, the fetishization of the female body, 

domination over women, etc.) or that they had lost (e.g., masculinity after the impact of 

the IMF crisis in Korea). At their initial stage of gazing, it seems to be satisfactory for 

audiences‟ narcissistic ego since both films allow them to set forth on their journey for 

objet petit a, as they show expected spectacles where J beats and releases his cruel sexual 

drive through carnal abuse on J in Gojitmal and where Hangi violently degrades an 

ordinary college girl to hooker status in the sleaziest red-light district in Nabbeun namja. 

However, before reaching their objet petit a, the audience‟s pleasurable introjections 

would soon be confronted and destroyed by unpleasant images wherein gender reversal 

occurs between Hangi and Sunwha on the one hand, and J and Y on the other. Hangi is 

now being distressed and controlled by Sunwha and J is constantly begging Y to punish 

him. So distracting and frustrating is it for audiences that their defensive mechanism 

would then be activated to discharge such unpleasurable stimuli to the external world (as 

in heavy criticism outside of the exhibition venue), turning the auto-erotic ego into a 

purified pleasure-ego. As a result of this defense mechanism, male audiences with 

purified pleasure-ego display aggression and abhor these films. 

In the case of female audiences, this issue poses more complicated and yet 

paradoxical dynamics. If the male spectators wish to satisfy their narcissistic ego by 

looking and identifying with the patriarchal fantasy through Hanji and J, the female 

spectators enjoy their narcissistic pleasure by expelling and disdaining such images. Here, 

the nature of their hatred is, however, different from that of male audiences. For them, the 
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spectacles they want to see are not the images where Y and Sunwha hold the power but 

the same spectacles that male spectators wish to see, images where Sunwha is in distress 

and Y is in pain, as a sort of masochistic mechanism to draw narcissistic pleasure 

therefrom. Just like the same principle where men display hypermasculinity in order to 

camouflage their covert femininity, female spectators skillfully disguise their internalized 

phallic ideology by rejecting such women-positive spectacles and, in doing so, they form 

a social bond that cumulates and gives their ego narcissistic pleasure in the exteriority of 

the exhibition hall. However, the critical problem posed here would be that their rejection 

of these texts is not meant to deconstruct the gender problem but in fact to draw their 

pleasure. In order to understand this point, one may need to understand the ambivalence 

between love and hate. By developing his speculation on the genesis of love and hate, 

Freud was able to find that these two emotions are not opposed to each other but are 

rather interrelated, more specifically “hate is also a form of love” just like the sadism and 

masochism that coexist within one psyche. He wrote: 

The hate which is admixed with the love is in part derived from the preliminary 

stages of loving which have not been wholly surmounted; it is also in part based 

on reactions of repudiation by the ego-instincts, which in view of the frequent 

conflicts between the interests of the ego and those of love, can find grounds in 

real and contemporary motives. In both cases, therefore, the admixed hate has as 

its source the self-preservative instincts. (139) 

If the hate is another expression as Freud suggests, then the hateful response from female 

spectators dialectically implicates their care for patriarchal ideology and thus their 

admixed hate derives from the self-preservative instincts to introject and incorporate their 
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docile ego with the phallus. In other words, their wholehearted rejection of patriarchal 

spectacles becomes a double negative, allowing me to argue that it was docile female 

audiences who reinforced patriarchal ideology as a result of technologization of the self, 

which had granted their limited freedom under the established power. 

Whether it was male or female spectators and their differential ways in achieving 

narcissistic pleasure, it seems that there was one common point between them in looking 

and gazing at the films. It was the Othering (objectifying) process taking place in their 

invisible screens where they were so obsessed with fulfilling their pleasure that they 

excluded the symbolic meaning from Y and Sunwha, as if Hangi could not see the real 

Sunwha but only gaze at her as his desired object behind the double mirror. As a result, 

they unconsciously rejected and ignored the potential possibility of those films that could 

in fact undermine the penis fascism and violence permeating ordinary life, a criticism that 

was ironically attached to these two meta-film texts. 

So far, I have explained the nature of spectatorship in relation to the issue of 

gender – the different mechanism for male and female spectators in arriving at their 

narcissistic pleasure. However, if one looks further into the kind of spectatorship in 

relation to the issue of sexuality, it becomes even more strikingly clear to see where their 

heavy rejection derived from, which is the technology of the self. 

In The Imaginary Signifier, Metz argues the identification of spectators begins 

with “his or her own act of looking, with himself as a pure act of perception as condition 

of possibility of the perceived and as a kind if transcendental subject” (Stam, Film Theory 

164). The transcendental subject would be, from the Freudian standpoint, similar to the 

satisfaction of narcissistic pleasure of the ego in gazing. Similar to Freud‟s inquiry into 
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love and hate, Metz further observed that the spectators‟ pleasure and displeasure from 

identification in the cinema depends on the level of closeness that film touches 

“spectators‟ repressed desires, thus triggering a defensive reaction” (Stam, Film Theory 

165). With regard to this, one might say that Goijitmal and Nabbeun namja incur 

displeasure because they touched too closely on the spectators‟ repressed desire which 

had been suppressed by power throughout history. In other words, their act of heavy 

rejection is the affirmation of their prototypical sadomasochism that had been formed and 

that resided in their subliminal consciousness as a result of the power dynamics, and at 

the same time it is the collective denial of their primitive instincts of the transgressive 

type of sadomasochism that had been suppressed by power since it has the potential to 

undermine its own rigidity. What then causes audiences to deny the latter and give up the 

possibility toward “freedom to”? One possible answer can be that the technology of the 

self originates from the fear generated by the Oedipal system. For those docile spectators, 

power becomes tantamount to their father and the phallic law that his children must obey 

so as not to be castrated, thus resulting in an emasculation of their infertile ego by 

themselves, so that they can exist where there is no dichotomy of the world. Rather, they 

submit to power and allow the intensification of the father‟s authority for the sake of the 

technology of the self, that however will only create more sense of isolation and 

insecurity. Hereby, the progressive texts of pornography, sadomasochism, the 

carnivalesque, and taboo that can undermine the law of power become forms of forbidden 

pleasure. 

 

D. Summary 

Á



116 

 

The element for the technology of desire was observed in this chapter. With its aesthetics 

of the carnivalesque and transgressive sadomasochism, the film Gojitmal cannibalizes the 

social apparatuses of power such as social conventions, gender and other social 

hierarchizations, and capitalism. Further, its anti-aesthetic use of language also plays a 

cardinal role in breaking down the language/power intersection with its translinguistic 

nature of eroticism that can combat the persecutory system of the language/power 

dynamic as well as with its betrayal of cinematic convention by desexualizing and 

degendering the cinematic body through its reflexivity and asymmetry of body and shot. 

Regarding the image of woman in Gojitmal, it is observable that Y is represented as not 

the object for being desired by the narcissistic male gaze but rather the subversive 

libertine who seeks out her pleasure and even ridicules the male gaze. I have also 

theorized on the nature of spectatorship where the invisible imaginary screen between the 

film and the audience plays a crucial role in determining and appreciating the texts. Due 

to the fact that the invisible screen was then greatly influenced by the social apparatus of 

established power, I concluded that both male and female audiences unconsciously 

wished to identify themselves with prototypical sadomasochistic normalcy as another 

form of the technology of the self by reaffirming their bond through insisting on gazing at 

familiar (albeit deconstructed) images of patriarchal sexism, heterosexism, and other 

social conventions from the filmic texts of Gojitmal and Nabbeun namja. 
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CHAPTER VI. CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Today, the Korean film industry has drastically achieved a level of quality that drew 

world recognition from the phenomenon known as Korean Wave. However, one may 

argue that film discourse as the cornerstone for building up its theoretical and critical 

development is still in flux and needs to catch up with such progress as revealed in the 

hidebound criticisms against Gojitmal and Nabbeun namja, whose argumentation was 

more or less based on bigotry that automatically vilified polymorphous perversion and 

any blemish on the (patriarchally prescribed) sanctity of the body of woman. In this 

circumstance that requires various perspectives in contemplating the film texts, this study 

focuses on re-evaluating the previous negativism on two directors‟ oeuvre and their 

represented sadomasochism by resituating them within the socio-cultural and historical 

context of Korea. 

On the basis of Foucault‟s knowledge of power and Erich Fromm‟s insight on 

freedom, both of which intensively argue the symbiotic relationship between power and 

the self, this thesis first delineated the sadomasochistic culture in Korea through the 

textual and socio-cultural analysis of several selected films consisting of Kiduk Kim‟s 

Hae anseon and Binjip, and Sunwoo Jang‟s Ggotip and Nappun yeonghwa. A few of 

these Western perspectives were confirmed to be applicable in drawing the dynamics of 

power in Korea in spite of the country‟s cultural and historical uniqueness. In the process 

of modernization after the Korean War, it was the self-submission to the dominating 

discourse of power that was behind the success story of Korea. Throughout the historical 

continuum from pre-modernism to modernism, and on toward postmodernism, the 
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embodiment of power in Korea had managed to transfer its host: from transnational 

geopolitics, through nationally scaled military power, to the very body of the self, and 

thus evolved as a sort of least-cost, best-fit structure as in the primary principle of 

capitalism, where its visibility becomes minimized just as its impact on the self becomes 

optimized. On the other hand, the self unconsciously acquires prototypical 

sadomasochism as a way of self-technologizing through the routinalization of 

dominance/submission and discipline/punishment in everyday. Such symbiosis results in 

self-contradicting “freedom from” that aggravates the self‟s identity crisis and unbearable 

feeling of isolation and insecurity just as the resolutions of the films suggest, with their 

tragedy of characters committing suicide from their guilt and trauma, turning into spectral 

presence, or suffering from moral hazards and identity crises. 

However, such prototypical sadomasochism had been challenged by its 

modification as we saw from the progressive texts of Jang‟s Gojitmal and Kim‟s 

Nabbeun namja. In fact, it is observed that the prototypical sadomasochism and its matrix, 

the discourse of power, have been radically challenged by the emergence of the politics 

of desire after the IMF cold wave in 1997 which was caused by the contradictory new 

capitalism, and resulted in a crisis in Korean masculinity due to the massive layoffs. In 

such circumstance, Nabbeun namja blasts the patriarchal system in Korea with its 

dialectical aesthetics serving as cultural dynamite. In its visual level (thesis), the film 

creates a mimesis of gender politics with the use of cinematic language (lighting, camera 

movement and angle, etc.) and represents the image of Hangi as a sadistic offender whose 

aim is to achieve love through cruel violence against a masochistic female protagonist, 

Sunwha. And yet, underneath the thesis, the antithesis of such ideological text 
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simultaneously tears open the gendered structure with the use of point of view that 

endows Sunwha with the film‟s subjective viewpoint (the power). As a result of the clash 

between two distinct and conflicting texts, the synthesis transpires by allowing audiences 

to perceive patriarchal reality, which is simultaneously undermined. Thus, this dialectic 

structure makes Nabbeun namja progressive and even sadomasochistic with a 

combination between sadism (thesis) and masochism (antithesis) in order to destroy the 

illusory patriarchal power. 

However, the true technology of desire is found in Gojitmal with its aesthetics of 

the carnivalesque that exposes the political authority and rigidity of social hierarchy 

through transgressive sadomasochism. First, in Gojitmal or in their transgressive S&M 

scenario, male and female protagonists J and Y are active subjects for pleasure through 

sadomasochistic desire by transcending the notion of gender, legitimate sexuality, and 

other social conventions that are all scripted by the discourse of power. Second, the image 

of woman is represented as not the object for being desired by the narcissistic male gaze 

but as the subversive libertine who desires her pleasure and even ridicules the male gaze 

itself. Third, the discourse of power that binds and controls the self is transformed into 

the source of pleasure for Y and J in their S&M scenario as we observed from their 

transgressive re-appropriation of materials from industrial modernity as well as 

masochistic mechanisms. Finally, by creating artificial and consensual rules in S&M 

scenes, S&M makes power fluctuational and subject to a scripted comicality by acting 

out a sort of ritualized parody wrenched from the patriarchal scenario. In short, rather 

than submitting to absolutist power, S&M stimulates and makes use of power as a way 

for fulfilling the technology of desire, which in turn cannibalizes the social apparatus of 
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power such as social conventions, gender and other social hierarchizations, and 

capitalism. 

Not only do acts of sadomasochism and the carnivalesque function in 

undermining established power, their anti-aesthetic use of language plays a cardinal role 

in breaking down the language/power intersection. First, the framed language of 

sadomasochism with its characteristics of creativity, reciprocity, and equality achieves a 

“translinguistics” of eroticism that can combat the persecutory system of language/power. 

Second, the film language also betrays its pornographic conventions by desexualizing and 

degendering the cinematic body through its reflexivity and asymmetry of body and shot. 

In short, Gojitmal deconstructs the rule of the language system that creates the social 

hierarchy and gendered structure, and does this by means of anti-aesthetification and 

asymmetry of phonetic/cinematic language and body. Furthermore, the film‟s sexual 

scenes are not glamorized as erotic but as grotesque in order to optimize its political 

meaning out of sheer pornographic appearance. 

Finally, I have also suggested the nature of spectatorship where the invisible 

imaginary screen between the film and the audience plays a crucial role in determining 

and appreciating the film texts. It was observed that such an invisible screen was 

determined by the values that were then greatly influenced by the social apparatus of 

established power. With this premise, I had concluded that both male and female 

audiences unconsciously wished to identify themselves with the prototypical 

sadomasochistic normalcy as another form of the technology of the self by reaffirming 

their bonds through gazing at familiar images of patriarchal sexism, heterosexism, and 

other social conventions from the filmic texts of Gojitmal and Nabbeun namja. 

Á



121 

 

However, it is the limitation of this study that 1) my reliance on Western 

theoretical discourse may foster a partial understanding of cultural uniqueness and 

complexity of Korea although I tried to supplement its lack with my own knowledge and 

experience as a Korean national; that 2) the study was highly interpretive and analytic on 

the socio-cultural and ideological texts from the films inspected, with a failure to provide 

more quantitative explanations to support my argumentation; and lastly, that 3) my 

dichotomous setup in analyzing the issue of spectatorship would be debatable although 

my intention was to differentiate the nature of sadomasochism (in prototypical and 

transgressive forms) and the former‟s influence in determining the characteristics of 

spectators. 

With the findings of the study as well as its limitations in mind, I have found 

several possible studies pertinent to the issue of sadomasochism. One is a study for 

today‟s integration of sadomasochistic theme or scenes in mainstream popular culture in 

Korea, especially in film literature. It seems to me that today the sadomasochistic theme 

becomes somewhat commercialized and even ubiquitous as manifested in all types of 

genre films from drama, horror, to action like Jae-young Kwak‟s Yeopgijeogin geunyeo 

(internationally known as “My Sassy Girl”), Shin-yeon Won‟s Guta-yubalja-deul, Chan-

wook Park‟s Oldboy and Chinjeolhan geumjassi, Woo-Suk Kang‟s Silmido, and so forth, 

most of which attained blockbuster status from huge box-office profits. Such a 

phenomenon leads me to the question whether S&M can become a film genre on its own. 

If so, what type of genre elements could be identified aside from cruel violence or 

menacing vengeance? How has sadomasochism been modified not to upset but fascinate 

the general audiences? If audience reception was positive on these films, as their financial 
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success might prove, then what kind of sadomasochistic elements made audiences enjoy 

the films? Furthermore, the type of research for spectatorship can be also empirical by 

specifying the groups of audiences, such as the real sadomasochistic audiences and those 

representing other sexualities, to see how they differently receive and interpret the 

sadomasochistic text from films. Probably, data gathering about their lifestyle and 

worldview from surveys and focus interviews will be useful in providing more concrete 

findings in future. 

The other related area can be the genealogical research on the genesis of 

sadomasochism in Korean society. My attempt to trace back sadomasochism has shown 

its limitation since I set off its modern political emergence from the 1950s during and 

after the Korea War. However, if each prevailing socio-cultural, political, and economical 

episteme gives rise to the formation of sadomasochism as I had looked into, then the 

Japanese occupation (1910-45) and the earlier Choseon dynasty (1392-1910), as an era 

under fundamental Confucianism, or even earlier, would be inevitable periods to look 

into and see their influence on the formation of sexuality and other identities. 

Third, I found there was complete lack of anthropological research on Korean 

S&M communities. One crucial question for such a study would be whether a disctinct 

Asian/Korean S&M can exist, distinct from European/Western S&M. My study has 

suggested two distinguishable forms of sadomasochism in terms of power discourse and 

sexuality, and I am inclined to conclude that these forms are unique in that prototypical 

sadomasochism, for example, is evident everywhere in everyday Korean institutions such 

as the family, school, military, corporation, government, and so on. One partial 

explanation for such practice is the succession of unique socio-cultural historical events 
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that Koreans underwent, a psychologically oppressive type of collective trauma which 

has been instilled in the subconscious of Koreans. However, I also suggested that 

transgressive sadomasochism, which has more of an affinity with sexuality itself, is 

capable of emerging in this context, where social norms and gendered role scripts are 

subverted in actual S&M scenarios. If so, a researcher might explicitly investigate 

anthropological phenomena to see how such transgressions occur throughout the 

practitioners‟ sadomasochistic role play in terms of language, law, and political agenda, 

and to further tease out its distinctions from Western S&M. 

Finally, the comparative cultural research between Korea and the Philippines in 

relation to sadomasochism seen as an element of power relations (dominance and 

submission/discipline and punishment) within a larger social scheme would be 

groundbreaking. Both countries underwent similar historical and cultural transformations 

fraught with internal and external suppressions and marked by national resistance. For 

instance, Korean history is distinguished as a series of struggles such as against Japanese 

colonization, then the Korean War, military dictatorships and now American hegemonic 

power, most of which have their own counterparts in Philippine history (Spanish/ 

American/Japanese occupations, Marcos regime, and today‟s postcolonial pressures from 

the U.S.). With such historical parallels, one might set off a research (in film discourse or 

other socio-psychological fields) to uncover the dynamics of power in both countries to 

see the different or similar representations of sadomasochism in the Philippines. 

 Cinema is also a fictitious reconstruction of the reality which requires its readers 

to understand its text before indiscreetly judging on the basis of images presented. 

Hereon, all types of perversion and supposedly immoral materials as we have seen from 
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this study such as misogyny, phallic fascism, woman-as-womb, the sadistic male gaze, 

and cruel sadomasochism can be materialized in the text of films; but what is important 

for audiences in appreciating those texts does not necessarily lie in how they are 

visualized but rather in the way they are re-constructed and ideologized. In this sense, 

cinema is also a political phenomenon and thus it would be a social responsibility for film 

scholars to disclose and gaze at the ugly scar, rather than covering it up with the dust of 

ignorance, as I had tried to do with the discourse of power through my study. 
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APPENDIX: 

Production Information & Synopses of Discussed Films 

Films are listed in chronological order of release (some slight overlap with the Works 

Cited section is inevitable). Photos and statistical information were derived from the 

Korean Film Council or KOFIC, which is unfortunately limited to a Seoul-only count. 

The present author transcribed the film plots by way of preparing for writing the thesis, 

occasionally also for papers written earlier for other courses. The author wishes to 

acknowledge the assistance of Mr. Jongsuk Ham in the task of translating some material 

from Korean to English. 

 

 

1) Ggotip 

 

 

Release Year: 1996 

International Title: A Petal 

Director: Sunwoo Jang 

Production: Miracin Korea 

Audience Attendance: 213,979 

 

A wretched construction worker, Chang encounters a schizophrenic girl who is under the 

false impression that Chang is her dead brother. After initially ignoring her, Chang winds 

up sexually assaulting her from time to time by first bringing her to his wretched shack 

while aimlessly repeating his same routine from work to home. In the meantime, four 

college students indicated as “We” trace their friend‟s younger sister‟s whereabouts to the 

town where the girl had previously lived, but learned nothing from the residents but a 

heart-breaking story about the girl. Soon it dawns on the menacing male protagonist, 

Chang, that the girl was orphanized since the Gwangju massacre, an event that made her 

lose her sanity. He begins to sympathize with her by looking after her like a father would. 

However, the girl constantly suffers from the guilt that her mother was killed by military 

elements while she was trying to rescue her daughter in Gwangju, as depicted in 
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fragmented flashbacks. She finally sets out on her own journey and is never heard from 

anymore. 

 

2) Nappun yeonghwa 

 

 

Release Year: 1997 

International Title: Timeless Bottomless Bad Movie 

Director: Sunwoo Jang 

Production: Miracin Korea 

Audience Attendance: 138,604 

 

The film depicts the life of the rebellious runaway youth and the homeless people of 

Seoul in a docu-drama style without fixed scenario and professional performers. It 

employs the story written by alias-using runaway youths based on the experiences of 

“Bbane,” who begs for loose change from passersby for taxi fare after spending all his 

allowance on his pastime; “Sae,” who accidentally kills a high-school girl in a scuffle 

over nothing; “Gongju,” who frequently attempts suicide due to his frustration of not 

being a successful dancer; and “Aimfuck,” who works as a male prostitute. As a result, it 

depicts a specialized milieu of real people living on the streets, intercutting narratives of 

vagabonds with the episodes of runaway youths. The director aims to deconstruct the 

conventional genres of narrative film by employing a chaotic narrative construction based 

on the presentation of multiple characters whose individual stories are inconsistent with 

one another. 

 

3) Gojitmal 
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Release Year: 1999 

International Title: Lies 

Director: Sunwoo Jang 

Production: Korea Films and Shin Cine Communications 

Audience Attendance: 303,681 

 

Based on the banned novel Tell Me a Lie written by Jungil Jang, the film depicts the 

sadomasochistic sexual adventures between J, a married 38-year-old sculptor, and Y, an 

18-year-old high-school virgin whose older sisters had been raped at a young age (one 

eventually committed suicide and the other emigrated to Brazil after marrying her rapist). 

Not wanting to be raped just like her older sisters, Y voluntarily chooses to surrender her 

virginity to J. Initially, their relationship begins with normal coitus but soon turns into an 

obsession with sadomasochistic rituals where both J and Y need pain in order to attain 

climax. Later Y becomes a dominatrix, whose sadistic role was originally performed by J. 

In the meantime, Y‟s brother learns that Y was having illicit sex with J from Y‟s lesbian 

friend Woori, so he (the brother) has J‟s house burned down. J and Y now begin to hop 

from one cheap motel to another until J maxes out his credit card, then they separate from 

each other after Y‟s brother dies from a motorcycle accident that Y had probably caused. 

J returns to his wife in Paris and starts lying to her about his experience with Y, but her 

visit prompts him to indulge in the abject submission that his wife had refused to condone. 

 

4) Nabbeun namja 
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Release Year: 2001 

International Title: Bad Guy 

Director: Kiduk Kim 

Production: LJ Film and Prime Entertainment 

Audience Attendance: 298,926 

 

Hangi, a gangland pimp, falls in love with college student Sunhwa at first sight but she 

scornfully rejects him. Resentfully, Hangi forcefully kisses her but the only thing he 

receives from Sunwha is a series of humiliating curses. Hangi then sets a trap using a 

gangland loan to have Sunhwa in his hands. Sunhwa falls into the trap as Hangi had 

planned and eventually becomes a full-time prostitute in a sleazy red-light district. 

Demoted from her life of bourgeois comfort, she gradually accepts the reality of her harsh 

situation. In the meantime Hangi watches the long process of her humiliating degradation 

from behind a double mirror set in her room. One day, Hangi loses his leadership position, 

and consequently his business, after losing out to a rival group. He lets Sunwha go back 

to her original life, but she returns to Hangi and the two make a living from Sunwha‟s 

prostitution. 

 

5) Hae anseon 

 

 

Release Year: 2002 

International Title: The Coast Guard 

Director: Kiduk Kim 

Production: Korea Pictures and Prime Entertainment 

Audience Attendance: 123,633 

 

Private Kang, preoccupied with anti-Communist fervor while other soldiers just idle 

away their time, encounters a drunk couple, Young-Gil and Mi-yeong, having sex in a 
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restricted area. Kang targets Young-Gil after misrecognizing him as a spy. Mi-yeong 

survives the incident but loses her sanity from the trauma of witnessing her boyfriend 

getting blown to pieces by Kang‟s grenade. In spite of his gross error Kang is honored 

with a special furlough for his allegedly stringent defense against the infiltration of North 

Korean spies. He confesses to his girlfriend Sunwha that he had killed a civilian by 

mistake and his girlfriend leaves him. Kang becomes more and more unhinged after the 

accident and in the end he gets discharged from military service due to his mental 

deterioration. However, since he could not let go of his obsession with his military life, 

he keeps roaming around the camp. Kang‟s former junior soldiers start laughing at him, 

and in the end they even lose the respect they once had for him. On the other hand, Mi-

yeong also roams around the military district area and the other soldiers abuse her to 

fulfill their sexual urges. As Kang and Mi-yeong become disoriented and constantly 

haunt the camp, the military restricted area and its order becomes dismantled like a 

cursed place, to the point where the soldiers wind up shooting at one another. 

 

6) Binjip 

 

 

Release Year: 2004 

International Title: 3-Iron 

Director: Kiduk Kim 

Production: Kim Ki-Duk Film and Cineclick Asia 

Audience Attendance: 34,317 

 

Taesuk attaches flyers on the doors of houses in the city. He enters any residence where 

his flyer remains stuck on the door (a sign of the homeowner‟s absence), and lives there 

several days or until the owner returns. While he stays in someone else‟s home, he cleans 
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up and fixes broken appliances as if he were in his own place. One day, in the mansion he 

is currently occupying, Taesuk meets Sunhwa, who has bruises and scars all over her 

body. Sunhwa is a married woman who is exhausted and lives like a ghost because of her 

husband‟s possessiveness over her, resulting in acts of violence. Taesuk is surprised by 

her presence in the house, and leaves right away without getting involved in Sunhwa‟s 

problem. However, he could not forget Sunhwa‟s hollow eyes, which seemed to beg him 

to save her from her oppressive condition. Taesuk goes back to Sunwha‟s house and sees 

Sunwha suffering at her husband‟s hand. Unable to ignore the situation any longer, he 

rescues her. After they get out of the mansion, they look for empty houses together, using 

flyers as Taesuk used to do, and live in each house as if they really belong to it (or it to 

them). In her new life with Taesuk, Sunhwa feels a peace that she could not experience 

with her husband. After sharing each other‟s loneliness and pain, the two discover they 

have fallen in love. One day, Taesuk and Sunhwa are caught by the police in a house they 

had entered and the two realize their happy days are over. Accused by Sunwha‟s husband 

of kidnapping his wife, Taesuk goes to jail. Sunhwa goes to back to her ordinary life but 

soon she starts visiting the houses she had once stayed in with Taesuk all over again, to 

re-live the memories of her happy times. 
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